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Introduction 

Point of View 


This book is about dreams of the divine, including dreams that involve expe¬ 
riences of the divine and dreams whose content includes representations of 
the divine. While for those of us who are already interested in either dreams 
or the divine, the attraction of these dreams is self-evident, that’s not true for 
everyone. So let me begin by saying what attracted me. In order to do this, 
I’ll offer a brief sketch of my own point of view: some experience, some 
intellectual autobiography, and some theory. 

Though I have professional interests in philosophy, psychotherapy, and 
religious life, these interests began as something intensely personal. As a high 
school student, bored with what was offered in my classes and having a strong 
feeling there was more to life than reading The Scarlet Letter and memorizing 
the dates of various wars, I took Plato and Nietzsche out of the public library 
in my small Southern town. I found myselt in an unfamiliar but beckoning 
world. In university, I took my first philosophy course and it was love at first 
thought. I decided to major in philosophy because I believed it would be the 
pursuit of wisdom, though I had only an inkling of what that would be. 
Though it turned out that my professors took a somewhat different view of 
the study of philosophy, it was the right place for me. Training in philosophy 
was surprising and often overwhelming, and it helped me develop the intel¬ 
lectual capacities that have given me access to the work of thinkers which has 
been an endless source of pleasure and illumination, and a perspective which 
has become basic. It has been indispensable for reflecting on the central issues 
of life itself and my life in particular. Though I describe this in a matter-of- 
fact way, it’s also true that things have turned out very differently than I 
thought they would when I was a graduate student in philosophy. My origi¬ 
nal plan was to be a full-time professional philosopher. I was in considerable 
conflict about the intellectual values that meant a great deal to me, and the 
spiritual and emotional values that I kept muffled (not just from others but 
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from myself as well) that seemed to be rejected by the academic environment 
in which I spent most of my time. Being a woman and a feminist made it all 
even more complicated. At a certain point in graduate school, I had a major 
emotional crisis precipitated by divorce, and because of that crisis, I went into 
therapy. My therapist was very interested in dreams, and it was at this time I 
began a life-long-habit of recalling my dreams. Not long after I started work¬ 
ing with her, I had the following dream: 

I am in a seminar room, leading a seminar on a topic in the phi¬ 
losophy of mind. Suddenly the seminar room turns into a rocket 
ship, turns on its end, and takes off. 

I found this dream quite surprising and puzzling. Since my therapist was 
a Gestalt therapist, I was required to imagine myself as everything in the 
dream. At that point, I had a fairly limited picture of myself, so I was sur¬ 
prised to hear myself say, “I am a seminar room and a rocket ship.” I didn’t 
know what it meant, but somehow it seemed true. Looking back, I can see it 
had something to do with having things turn upside down, moving up and 
out, having things turn out unexpectedly, or at least differently than I thought 
they would, being moved towards the spiritual world, with not being exactly 
the career academic I was planning to be. And all those things did indeed 
happen. My dreams were working on me, and the divine was working 
through my dreams. As a result of being in therapy with that particular thera¬ 
pist, I began to pay a great deal of attention to my dreams. 

Psychotherapy helped me create a life that belonged to me. During the 
time I was in therapy, I had a series of dreams with a recurring theme: I was 
in the dark and trying to turn on the light. This dream had various versions. 
Sometimes it occurred as a dream within a dream: I would turn on the light, 
then realize this was only a dream and I was still in the dark. Sometimes I 
would look for a light to turn on with no success. This contrast between 
being in the dark and looking for (and sometimes finding) the light has been a 
theme in my dreams throughout my life. It has been a strong theme in my 
images of the divine. I sometimes think it is one thing that has attracted me to 
Karl Jaspers’s way of conceiving of our life’s task, the elucidation of Existenz, 
which I will be discussing at greater length later. The implicit reference to 
light in the term “elucidation,” which is the English translation of 
Existenzhellerung (which carries the same implicit reference in German) 
which I encountered in Jaspers, speaks to my own way of imagining and 
experiencing my search for understanding, creation, and discovery. 

Psychotherapy helped me to resolve troubling emotional issues. I soon 
discovered Jung; the work I have done and continue to do is Jungian, and it 
contributed to my being able to create an authentic spiritual path that com¬ 
bined elements of creation, discovery, and return. It also contributed to my 
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being able to come to see suffering as a natural part of human life, not some¬ 
thing to be avoided or glossed over. A great deal of this has been due to work 
with dreams. My spiritual life has been built on my own experiences, insights, 
and reflections, and incorporates the whole life I have lived. Many of these 
insights have felt like things I have known all along, but have been unable to 
articulate and/or give other form to. And finally, I was able to return to the 
religious tradition of my childhood, having developed a very different relation 
to it. I realized both that I never truly understood it, and how bereft I had 
been in all these years I had been away from it. 

In his book The Unconscious Christian , James Hall points out that, in our 
intensely secular age, there are many people who suffer from repressed spiri¬ 
tuality in the same way that people used to be said to suffer from repressed 
sexuality. 1 By the same token, I believe that are many people who experience 
themselves as what I would call spiritual exiles, unable to return to the reli¬ 
gious tradition in which their spiritual formation took place because the form 
in which they experienced it was so emotionally damaging and/or frustrating 
that any spiritual or religious activity felt oppressive and spiritually and emo¬ 
tionally dangerous. Spirituality in spiritual exiles is sometimes seen as so 
impossible that it is split off and repressed, denied as irrational and ridiculous, 
a form of emotional dependence or childishness. Sometimes there is intense 
spiritual longing which is felt as a deep sorrow whose source is unidentifiable. 
Sometimes spiritual exiles wander, puttering around the edges of other spiri¬ 
tual traditions that are for some reason more acceptable to them. This was my 
version of spiritual exile, and the tradition I puttered around the edge of was 
Buddhism. This was a good choice for me, because it was there I learned to 
meditate. 2 Jungian work allowed me to have the kind of understanding of 
Christianity that allowed me to return home. More about this sort of home¬ 
coming later. 

From a religious standpoint, I was deeply disappointed in the Protestant 
Church in which I was brought up. The reasons weren’t entirely clear to me, 
though the feelings were very strong. At the time, I thought it was because 
the theology I learned rejected the requirements of reason by questioning the 
scientific basis of evolution and believing in the literal truth of the Bible. I 
later realized that, though this was true, in a sense the opposite was also true: 
the religion I grew up with also neglected the experience of mystery and in 
general the importance of spiritual experience. I left church and stayed away 
for a very long time. Later I came to realize that, nothwithstanding all my 
unhappiness with it, my religious background gave me a sense of the sacred, 
of the importance of liturgy and corporate worship and a respect for the mys¬ 
teries even if the experience of mystery was not emphasized. It pointed 
toward a path which, without that early religious training, I would have had 
much more difficulty discovering. During the time I was returning to the 
religion of my childhood, I had several important dreams that helped clarify 
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my relation to it and considerably reduce my anxiety about being over¬ 
whelmed by orthodoxy. I will discuss one of those dreams later in this book. 
My dreams have continued to be a source of spiritual sustenance and illumi¬ 
nation for me. 

Coming into the present and intellectual life, I teach philosophy and clas¬ 
sical studies. I have been a Jungian psychotherapist for some time. During the 
last fourteen years, I have added spiritual direction to my practice. My interest 
in the issue of the divine in all its manifestations is long-standing. My own 
experience has accompanied and in some instances preceded my theoretical 
interest. Raised in the Protestant tradition, I was moved by my first exposure 
to Jung, reading his autobiography, Memories, Dreams, and Reflections. In this 
book, Jung describes the contrast between his early religious upbringing and 
his own experience. An introspective and reflective child, he seemed to have 
had an attraction to the serious issues of life from the beginning: life and 
death, religious mystery, mystical experience. He was aware that certain 
topics were forbidden, that only certain parts of the personality were accept¬ 
able, and that both of his parents had depths that they did not show the world 
and were not even conscious of themselves. He longed for powerful experi¬ 
ences and at the same time was frightened by the experiences he did have. He 
had an early formative dream and a vision, both of which were accompanied 
by powerful affect. In his dream, which occurred when he was between three 
and four, he descended into an underground chamber in which he saw an 
enormous phallus sitting on a throne. He heard his mother’s voice saying, 
“That is the man-eater.” 3 Jung felt that this dream expressed the hidden 
underground counterpart of Jesus, the dark, buried, left-out aspect of 
Christianity which he spent a great deal of his intellectual life uncovering. 

His vision had a similar spirit and occurred when he was twelve. One 
lovely summer day, he came out of school and was thinking how beautiful 
everything looked: the sun was shining, the sky was blue, the cathedral was 
beautiful. Suddenly he was gripped with terror that he was going to think 
something terrible, something that would condemn him to eternal damna¬ 
tion. For days he struggled against this terrible thought. Then finally he began 
to reflect on the source of this irresistible impetus to sin. Where could it 
come from? He ultimately concluded that it must come from God; there 
could be no other source. This led him to allow himself to think the terrible 
thought: “I gathered all my courage, as though I were about to leap forthwith 
into hell-fire, and let the thought come. I saw before me the cathedral, the 
blue sky. God sits on His golden throne, high above the world—and from 
under the throne an enormous turd falls upon the sparkling new roof, shatters 
it, and breaks the walls of the cathedral asunder.” 4 Jung was profoundly 
relieved. He experienced having this thought as grace, as learning about true 
obedience to the will of the living God, as opposed to simply being “good” 



Introduction 


5 


in the sense of following the rules as set down by scripture and tradition. On 
the other hand, he felt that he had a terrible secret, that he had strange expe¬ 
riences that others did not have, and this was a feeling that stayed with him 
throughout his life. In order to live his life authentically, he was required to 
be obedient to the living God as he experienced Him. However, this put him 
at odds with the tradition his father purported to support, which put him at 
odds with his father. This was a position he found himself in many times in 
many ways throughout his life. 

Reading about Jung’s life, I felt both affirmation and envy: Affirmation 
of my own longing for spiritual experience and the sense that spiritual expe¬ 
rience is an essential part of life. Affirmation of my own profound boredom 
with a great deal of what was presented at church and the way it was taught. 
How I identified with Jung’s disappointment in the nontransformative qual¬ 
ity of his confirmation! I felt envy of Jung’s capacity for authenticity and tol¬ 
erance of unusual experience, beginning even in childhood, and envy of his 
courage and ability to explore his own experience in solitude. Though later I 
came to see that these capacities of Jung’s expressed a degree of emotional 
disturbance as well as spiritual gift, nevertheless I continued to feel that he 
had access to levels of experience that many of us feel separated from or are 
too frightened to explore. When I studied Jung, I had a sense of recognition 
of something that I had always known, particularly his view that inner work 
involves an ongoing sense of connection with the transcendent. Jung’s view 
that spiritual life is a natural aspect of human life, that the psyche has a drive 
towards creativity and spiritual experience, seemed self-evidently true to me 
and filled me with relief after one too many encounters with the spiritual 
options of atheism or rigid externalized religion. 

In my philosophical life, 5 my interest in Continental philosophy led me 
to Karl Jaspers. Jaspers sees our innate desire to understand and live out what 
it is to be that extraordinary phenomenon, an existing human being as “eluci¬ 
dating Existence.” “Elucidation” here has to do with both understanding 
(though not entirely intellectually) the nature of our being and living out our 
possibilities. Jaspers' views are in many ways similar to Jung’s, including his 
notion of “reading ciphers,” his way of describing the symbolic life. Of par¬ 
ticular interest to me has been Jaspers’s discussion of what he calls “boundary 
situations,” basic situations in human life that both limit and define us. I will 
discuss these at greater length below. His emphasis on process, reflectiveness, 
and intellectual/intuitive activity that is connected to one’s own vital ques¬ 
tions seems close to Jung’s emphasis on consciousness and meaning. His view 
of communication both between human beings and within oneself as essen¬ 
tial to the authentic life is akin to Jung’s view of the importance of relation¬ 
ship in self-knowledge and the fundamental activity of making the 
unconscious conscious. Both of these thinkers offer us a picture of what con- 
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stitutes a meaningful and satisfying human life that involves experience of 
our own depths, recognizing the realities of human experience including its 
limitations, finding a way of life and being that we experience as meaningful, 
and being in relation to the transcendent in some form. If we take Jung and 
Jaspers seriously, we are forced to come to some disturbing conclusions 
about the quality of human life in the contemporary world. Many people 
experience their lives as an endless series of tasks, reject whatever religious 
upbringing they might have had, often for what they feel are excellent rea¬ 
sons, and feel at a loss as to how to change the quality of their lives. This 
brings us to another useful philosopher. 

In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger describes human beings as Dasein, 
the beings who are interested in being. Not being in the abstract, but our 
own being, what it is to be a human being. At the same time, Heidegger 
believes that we have a strong tendency to forget being. What Heidegger 
seems to mean by this is that we become distracted from our own natures 
through the way our identities are formed. Heidegger believes that we 
develop our identities through seeing ourselves in the eyes of others. This 
means that we come to see both ourselves and human life in terms of an 
externally defined identity. This externally defined identity is not limited to, 
putting it in psychological terms, taking on the projections of another person. 
Rather, Heidegger envisions that process as producing a kind of group iden¬ 
tity, which he calls das Man, “the They.” This “They” identity blocks self- 
awareness, which Heidegger thinks of as interest in both the nature of one’s 
own being and in creating an autonomous sense of self. Heidegger sees the 
authentic task of Dasein as both discovery and creation: the discovery of the 
nature of Dasein, and the creation of an individual and authentic life. There is 
an overlap here between Heidegger’s views and Jung’s view, as expressed in 
Jung’s paper “The Transcendent Function,” that the demands of modern life 
require such continuous conscious attention that a thick wall is created 
between the conscious and the unconscious so that the demands and activities 
of the unconscious will not distract the conscious mind from its task of sur¬ 
vival in the modern world. This leads us to being cut off from the uncon¬ 
scious, forgetting our deeper being. This is additional to the collective 
identity in which Jung believes we all participate unconsciously. Jung 
believed that work with dreams is particularly effective in stirring up the 
unconscious so that it can penetrate both collective identity and the barrier 
between conscious and unconscious, revealing our own depths to us. 
Heidegger does not have the notion of the unconscious, but he does believe 
that there are authentic possibilities of Dasein that are hidden from us through 
our identification with the They, and can be revealed through our moods, 
particularly the angst associated with knowledge of our own death. This is not 
conscious knowledge, but reveals itself through feeling; feeling precedes con- 
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scious knowledge of its cause. Thus for Heidegger as well as Jung, a deeper 
force must penetrate our unconsciousness, an unconsciousness that is both 
created and reinforced by having a socially based identity: “the They” in 
Heidegger’s case, and the collective in Jung’s. 

Given all this, it is important that we consciously seek out ways to have a 
sense of connection with our own depths. What is at issue is, for both 
Heidegger and Jung, an authentic life, and for Jung a connection with the 
transcendent. Given the degree of blockage proposed by Heidegger and Jung, 
this is not a simple matter. We need a source that is accessible and generally 
available. Work on dreams is one of the most accessible, engaging, and theo¬ 
logically nonthreatening ways for people to cultivate self-knowledge and the 
capacity for depth, and to develop an authentic relation to the divine. A vital 
spiritual life is, ultimately, based on spiritual experience of one’s own. The 
capacity for spiritual experience seems universal, yet for many it seems elusive 
and remote. Dreams offer us an open door, a way of being in relation to our¬ 
selves that leads to a lifetime of enriching and enriched experience. 

Finally, both doing my own work and working with clients in spiritual 
direction, I noticed how often dreams came forward in periods of spiritual 
confusion, crisis, and struggle, presenting people with images of the divine 
that were completely unexpected yet very much what was needed at that 
moment. Dreams helped people both in spiritual formation, when they were 
seeking a spiritual path, and in spiritual direction, when they had decided on 
a spiritual path and sought to deepen their relation to it. These personal 
experiences and experiences with clients emphasized to me the creative and 
unlimited quality of the divine, and the importance of not becoming unduly 
attached to a particular image of the divine. It seems clear that this was the 
reason that Jung was so suspicious of organized religion and the tendency 
that people have to be spiritually lazy in the sense that they allow institution¬ 
alized religious practice to substitute for their own experience. I will discuss 
our relation to institutionalized religion at some length later on, but one 
aspect of our relation to religious tradition is one that demands continuing 
attention: if we do not have a living relation to our own inner spiritual 
sources we will not have a spiritual life. A vibrant spiritual life is based on 
personal spiritual experience; attention to and work with dreams is a rich 
source of that experience. A substantial part of this book is devoted to dis¬ 
cussion of these experiences. 

All of these ways of looking at the world, philosophical, psychological 
and spiritual, have been important in my understanding of life, and dreams 
have been relevant in developing each point of view. Dreams can be an 
instrument in our struggle towards authenticity and resistance of shallowness, 
or what the existentialists would call inauthenticity or bad faith, which in 
turn can enable us to stay in contact with our deeper selves and sustain a 
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relation to the divine in all its manifestations, which in turn allows us to 
understand more of the possibilities of being, in both the individual and tran¬ 
scendent senses, than we might ever have imagined. 




This book is about dreams about the divine. However, thus far, I have 
discussed only the importance of our experience of depth, the areas of life 
that offer us particular challenges, and some theories of human nature offered 
by Jung, Jaspers, and Heidegger that describe the complexity of human beings 
and our tendency to stay on the surface of life rather than living deeply. I 
haven’t yet talked about what seems the central concept in a book about 
dreams about the divine: what is meant here by “the divine”? 

The short answer to this question is “whatever you think it means.” 
When I collected material for the book I asked people to contribute dreams 
that they believed were about the divine. The result was material in two basic 
categories: dreams that had a special “feel,” what Jung would call numinous 
dreams, and dreams whose subject matter was identified by the dreamers as 
having to do with the divine. Thus dreams in the former category are identi¬ 
fied by a certain quality of experience, while dreams in the latter are identi¬ 
fied by subject matter. Some dreams combine these qualities, for example, 
numinous dreams about recognizable religious figures such as Jesus. From my 
point of view as a therapist and spiritual director, many of these dreams also 
marked important changes in the points of view or lives of the dreamers. In 
some instances, they provided insight, healing, and hope. In others, they were 
deeply disturbing and frightening, leaving the dreamers with a sense of con¬ 
tact with a threatening otherness. 

After a famous interview on the BBC in which he said he did not believe 
in God, but rather knew , Jung replied to the many letters received by the 
BBC in a letter to The Listener on January 21, 1960. In his letter, he describes 
God in the following way: “This is the name by which I designate all things 
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which cross my willful path violently and recklessly, all things which upset 
my subjective views, plans and intentions and change the course of my life for 
better or worse. In accordance with tradition I call the power of fate in this 
positive as well as negative aspect, and inasmuch as its origin is beyond my 
control, ‘god’, a ‘personal god’, since my fate means very much myself, par¬ 
ticularly when it approaches me in the form of conscience as a vox Dei, with 
which I can even converse and argue. (We do and, at the same time, we 
know that we do. One is subject as well as object.)” 1 One way and another, 
all these dreams crossed the paths of and changed the dreamers: dreamers who 
were deeply unhappy felt healed and comforted, dreamers who were compla¬ 
cent or stuck were disturbed, dreamers who were searching and wondering 
about meaning were illuminated. Contact with the divine changes people, 
and perhaps this is one of most reliable indicators of the presence of the 
divine: something comes into consciousness and makes a change that is not 
driven by will, that is unexpected and spontaneous. This leaves aside ques¬ 
tions about the nature of the divine. Dreamers have experienced the divine as 
the Christian God, as a Canadian mountie, as a terrifying force, as a magical 
animal. Traditional concepts of the divine in all the major religious traditions 
allow for the possibility of many representations of the divine, including radi¬ 
cal nonrepresentation, such as the Buddhist notion of the divine as nothing, 
no-thing, or the experience of the divine as overwhelming noncognitive 
affect, such the experience of Bruder Klaus as discussed by Jung. 2 
Contemporary psychoanalysts such as Bion and Tacan talk about “O” and 
“jouissance”. 3 Nothing can be excluded. Jaspers sees all ways of envisioning 
the divine as incomplete; in his view, Transcendence is ultimately indefinable, 
and what we envision and experience is a representation of Transcendence 
that points to the transcendent realm but is by no means complete or 
absolute. Each way of experiencing and/or conceiving of the divine is what 
he calls a cipher, and our relation to these ciphers is an aspect of the elucida¬ 
tion ofExistenz, which he sees as a gift front the Transcendent. This is a par¬ 
ticularly important point, since virtually all the dreamers represented here 
experience these images as important factors in their own relation to the 
divine, whether the divine is experienced in a person-to-person relationship 
or as a more overwhelming and impersonal presence. The possibility of spiri¬ 
tual depth seems to depend to a great extent on the ability of individuals to 
have and accept what they would identify as living, personal spiritual experi¬ 
ence, which can and indeed ought to be quite idiosyncratic. This means that 
we must include all sorts of experiences of the divine, not just the familiar or 
the pleasant. 

This also leaves aside the question of actions on the basis of experiences 
of the divine. It is not, unfortunately, unfamiliar to hear of people who 
murder others because “God told them to.” Are these people having experi- 
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ences of the divine? From a Jungian standpoint, these experiences are gen¬ 
uinely archetypal, but they are unassimilable because they are not mediated 
by the ego. From a traditional Christian standpoint, they would be seen as 
experiences of the demonic, which is in its own way transcendent, though 
not ultimate. However, in both instances there is a sense of consciousness 
being overwhelmed by the negative divine, with no apparent possibility for 
conscious choice or reflection. For the divine to work constructively in our 
lives, we need to be able to come into conscious relation with it in some 
way other than being driven by it. And again, this is furthered by our 
accepting our own experiences as genuine rather than denying them, no 
matter how unlikely they may seem. Accepting them as genuine can include 
finding them repellent and frightening, and refusing to act on them, as well 
as being inspired and delighted. 


Why This, Why Here, Why Now? 

So far, I have presented dreams about the divine in both a Jungian and 
a more generally spiritual framework. From these points of view, we could 
say that dreams about the divine have their origins in the Self and the ten¬ 
dency of archetypes to incarnate. From the spiritual standpoint, we can talk 
about the longing for the divine, the sense that there is a spark of the divine 
in ourselves that calls out to the transpersonal divine, or we could say the 
divine seeks us through the unconscious. A sense of its presence in waking 
life is often considerably enhanced by dreams about the divine. Dreams 
about the divine often occur when we are in life situations that we want to 
change but can’t see any way to change, the kind of situation that often 
involves suffering, frustration, grief, severe disappointment, and/or loss. 
These are the existential conditions that characterize both life and ourselves, 
conditions that we experience as limitations, but that could also be 
described as structuring our possibilities. 

I have arranged the dreams we will examine in two ways. First, I have 
created three categories: dreams of comfort, healing, and renewal, dreams of 
energy, and “bad” dreams. These categories are not exhaustive, but they rep¬ 
resent three fundamental ways in which we can experience the divine in the 
psyche. Dreams of comfort, healing, and renewal are generally related to situ¬ 
ations in which there has been psychic wounding of various kinds; the wound 
in the psyche is not just soothed but to some degree healed through the 
dream. Dreams of energy often occur in situations in which severe limitation 
is experienced and there is apparently unresolvable conflict about what to do: 
they contain unexpected, often frightening, inrushes of numinous psychic 
energy. “Bad” dreams can also be related to limitation, unresolved conflict, 
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and dangerous unconsciousness: these are dreams that are frightening, disturb¬ 
ing, and often painful, but at the same time seem to concern one’s life beyond 
the purely personal. 

Second, I will offer two case studies, work with clients in which dreams 
about the divine were especially important. One of these case studies is an 
illustration of the extraordinary part played by changing relations with the 
divine through a client’s lifetime. 

I will also discuss the presence of dreams about the divine in transference 
and countertransference, and the role they can play for both client and thera¬ 
pist/ spiritual director. 

All of these dreams can be seen as responses to what Jaspers refers to as 
boundary situations. 4 In Jaspers’s view, human life contains kinds of situations 
that are inevitable, in that, whatever the content of our experience, it will be 
structured in these ways. One of the tasks of the authentic human being is to 
come into relation with these situations in some way other than experiencing 
them unreflectively (which often leads to feeling victimized by them) or 
knowing about them theoretically. For Jaspers it is important for us to con¬ 
front them, to come into some kind of conscious relation to them as structur¬ 
ing the possibilities of our lives. Boundary situations are both limiting and 
delineate possibilities: we cannot avoid them, but they create occasions for 
consciousness, choice, and possible increase of depth. Jaspers’s boundary situa¬ 
tions are both general and particular. There is the historicity of existential 
existence and the dubiousness of existential existence. In particular, there are 
death, suffering, struggle, and guilt. In my own view, we can add to these 
particular boundary situations two more, which are related: disappointment 
and loss. 

Describing boundary situations briefly we can say the following. In gen¬ 
eral, we cannot avoid living in a particular time in history with particular par¬ 
ents in a particular place. We also cannot avoid the contingency of human 
existence, the fact that any resolution we might find to a particular problem 
of existence is finite, and that this situation is unchangeable. These are condi¬ 
tions of our existence in the world. In particular, we cannot avoid either 
death or the knowledge of our own deaths. We cannot avoid suffering: we 
inevitably experience suffering, and we cannot avoid seeing the universality of 
human suffering, often great human suffering. Struggle too is a basic feature 
of human existence, since resources are limited. As well, we struggle for 
understanding with other human minds, and we struggle through love to 
truly understand another human being, thereby understanding ourselves as 
well. Guilt is inevitable because we have both possibilities and are required to 
choose among them. We are responsible for both what we choose and what 
is rejected, and this responsibility is cumulative in that we create ourselves 
through a lifetime of choice, and are responsible for this creation: the choices 
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define us and limit us, and our guilt is a result of this responsibility and these 
choices. Finally, no matter how successful we are, no matter how our lives 
flourish, we cannot help experiencing disappointment and loss. We have 
dreams and fantasies that are never fulfilled, often dreams and fantasies that are 
crucially important to the meaning of our lives. Our personal relations invari¬ 
ably involve some degree of disappointment, sometimes quite severe disap¬ 
pointment. Things often, perhaps always, turn out much differently than we 
thought or hoped they were going to. Loss too is a basic feature of human 
life: as the Roman Stoics point out, ultimately everything is lost, and in the 
meantime, everything is contingent and fragile. People and other beings we 
love age and die, we lose sources of emotional security through social change 
and displacement, we lose money and resources. 

We can relate to all these situations in a number of ways: resentment, 
avoidance, knowledge without application to ourselves, and entering into 
them as belonging to us and generating possibilities for authenticity. This last 
way leads us to consciousness and authentic actions through which we bring 
more of our being into the world and live from our depths. Jaspers distin¬ 
guishes between the aspects of human being that can be described empirically 
and objectively through the sciences, and that which is essentially subjective 
and indescribable. “Jaspers calls this non-empirical dimension of humanity 
‘Existenz,’ that is the nonobjective actuality of self-being, true self-hood, exis¬ 
tential freedom, undetermined moral decision, or the genuine and authentic 
self.’’ 5 Our central task, which goes beyond empirical understanding and 
intellectual activity, is the continuous, self-aware, and creative living out of 
Existenz which Jaspers calls “the elucidation of Existenz.” 

One of the main challenges of the elucidation of Existenz is the challenge 
of self-knowledge. Not theoretical self-knowledge, but intimate self-knowl¬ 
edge. Jaspers believes this is achieved to a great extent through the communi¬ 
cation that goes on in authentic relationships. Jaspers envisions some of the 
most important self-knowledge as emerging from “the loving struggle for 
Existenz,” a way of living out the boundary situation of struggle that can be 
creative for both people involved. Both people are committed to speaking the 
truth as each knows it and being willing to challenge and be challenged unde- 
fensively in their common commitment to the development of Existenz in 
each. This image of the struggle to manifest as yet unknown depths is highly 
relevant to both inner work and work with dreams. 

Deep inner work, whether through spiritual direction or therapy/analy¬ 
sis, can be seen as a version of the loving struggle for Existenz. Both people 
involved are committed to self-knowledge, both want to speak the truth, to 
challenge, and be challenged. It differs from Jaspers’s description in that the 
relation is not a relation between equals in the sense that the spiritual director 
or therapist/analyst is sought out because the client believes she or he can 
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help. Thus there is the issue of transference and countertransference, based on 
the asymmetries of experienced authority or power. Nevertheless, the experi¬ 
ence of spiritual direction or therapy/analysis that enables one to discover 
oneself at a deep level looks and feels very much like the struggle described 
by Jaspers. 

Self-knowledge can also result from the struggle with Existenz in which 
one struggles with oneself. Jaspers describes this as the part of the process of 
self-becoming. “But struggle is not just an interrelation of human beings; it 
goes on in the individual as well. Existenz is the process of self-becoming, 
which is a struggle with myself. I stunt possibilities that are inherent in me and 
coerce my impulses; I shape my given propensities, question what I have 
become, and am aware of being only when I do not recognize my being as 
something I own.” 6 

Jaspers’s paradigm seems to be the struggle of two individuals. It is the 
fearless communication elicited in this struggle that helps us discover ourselves 
and others, the challenge to our persistent tendency to self-deception and 
avoidance that loving struggle helps overcome. His discussion of the inner 
struggle is extremely brief. However, thinking in terms of depth psychology, 
we can see how this sort of challenge and struggle between conscious and 
unconscious, and between ego and Sell can apply to the inner life. These 
struggles require the same self-respect and compassion for one’s own suffering 
that the person-to-person struggle requires of one for another. 

One of the most compelling reasons for my connecting Jaspers with Jung 
is the part that communication plays in the elucidation of Existenz. The point 
of work with dreams is communication between the conscious and the 
unconscious and in dreams about the divine, between the Self and the ego. 
This relationship is ongoing and never ending in both the Jungian process of 
individuation and in Jaspers’s picture of the elucidation of Existenz. We speak 
to ourselves, we speak to others, and others speak to us as truthfully as possi¬ 
ble, and through this discourse we achieve depth of understanding, an 
expanded sense of ourselves, more intimate relations with ourselves, others, 
and the divine. Jung’s unconscious enriches Jaspers’s picture of the elucidation 
of Existenz, and Jaspers’s concept of boundary situations and his detailed 
analyses of our existential situation enriches Jung’s notion of the structure of 
the psyche. 7 

One reason the image of struggle is both appealing and helpful for inner 
work is phenomenological. We have all read case studies of people who do 
deep and painful work. Often the pain is well described, but the ongoing 
sense of struggle is not. To commit oneself to inner work is to commit one¬ 
self to a great deal of uncertainty and turbulence, living in conflict without 
forcing resolution, and experiencing profound ambivalence about what is 
emerging before, during, and after. Freud’s essay “The Uncanny” 8 gives us a 
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sense of how difficult it often is to tolerate the feelings that surround the 
emergence of distressing repressed material. This leads inevitably to a great 
deal of ambivalence about the process itself. I have often had clients who 
were in the midst of painful work say, “ I didn’t want to come today,” and 
mean it. Clients forget, are late, get lost on the way, have to cancel because of 
suddenly arising work commitments. All this can be connected with this 
ambivalence. The more powerful and significant the material that is trying to 
emerge, the greater the ambivalence and anxiety. Given these difficulties, the 
tenacity of clients is surprising. What helps them persist in the struggle? 

One of the chief factors is a growing sense of connection with one’s 
deeper self. There is something indescribably satisfying about the sense of dis¬ 
covery and recognition of our own inner depths, the recovery of parts of our¬ 
selves that have been split off and abandoned. We can find that we know 
ourselves for the first time, and at the same time that we knew all along we 
were there, but had lost ourselves. There is also the extraordinary satisfaction 
of inner contact with the divine. It brings spirituality inside and gives a sense 
of the personal nature of spiritual work as opposed to the institutional quality 
of spiritual life that so many have grown up with. I use the term “satisfaction” 
rather than “pleasure,” because satisfaction of desire differs in quality from 
pleasure. There are many opportunities for pleasure in life, and they often 
give rise to many others. Experiencing pleasure is not the end of anything. 
But the satisfaction of desire puts an end to the desire because the longing or 
yearning has been fulfilled. Desire is replaced not by satiation but by satisfac¬ 
tion . 9 One way we can come to discover what our deepest needs are is 
through the sometimes unlooked for sense of satisfaction. It seems odd to talk 
about discovering our deepest needs; surely if they are so deep, we should 
know what they are. However, as Heidegger has pointed out, we have a 
propensity to forget ourselves, to forget, as he would say, Being. We need to 
be reminded. Heidegger thought angst would remind us of our most pressing 
possibility, death. But there are other possibilities and other reminders. A 
deep and sometimes unlooked for sense of satisfaction can be one of them. 
The deeper the satisfaction, the more important the desire. Doing inner 
work, people often experience the deepest satisfaction of their lives, a level of 
satisfaction they hadn’t thought possible. Satisfaction, relief, insight, are all 
marks of satisfying our deepest desires. 

As we will see, a great deal of the dream activity in each chapter is 
engendered by our relation to boundary situations. Boundary situations com¬ 
bine with the demands of the psyche for development to produce situations 
in which the boundaries are sharply experienced. This is often frustrating and 
conflictual. It can also be stimulating and fruitful. One of the main difficulties 
of boundary situations is that they require us to understand them in a new 
way, and doing that requires the release of unconscious energy. In the most 
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radical instances of increased understanding, the energy that comes from the 
unconscious is divine energy, potentially bringing healing and a new point of 
view. Dreams about the divine offer us access to the energy in one of the least 
threatening ways possible. Dreams about the divine feel far less frightening 
than, for example, the appearance of a strange figure at the foot of one's bed 
at 5:00 A.M.. Dreams about the divine are often transitional: they assist in a 
change of viewpoint in a way that may be disturbing, but is also satisfying. 
They can be disturbing because they are a particularly intense version of the 
dream world as the world of the other in which we need to be open to 
meaning being given in an entirely different way, satisfying because they 
speak to our deep desire, often forgotten, to be in relation to our whole 
beings and to Being itself. 




2 

Some Basic 
Considerations 


Contemporary human life is stressful and demanding. As a result, we tend 
to be focused on what’s right in front of us. This usually means that we are 
focused on work, on family, on getting things done. These days, people are 
often so exhausted at the end of the day that, when they stop getting things 
done, they are unable do anything but go to bed. Yet most of us would admit 
to a longing for more meaning in life. Part of that meaning for many people 
is having a better relation with themselves. And to understand what would 
constitute a better relation to ourselves, we need to think more carefully 
about who we are. 

To be a human being is to have a human nature. What that human 
nature might be has been a subject of debate throughout human history and 
across many branches of knowledge. Religion, philosophy, anthropology, 
sociology, biology all have their versions of what it is to be a human being. 
My focus in this book is on human nature in the sense of the human experi¬ 
ence of ourselves in the world. We tend to pay more attention to certain 
aspects of our experience than others, yet those aspects that are neglected or 
ignored often have the most potential for enriching and deepening our 
understanding of what kind of beings we are, who we are as individuals, and 
how we can live these human lives most fully and authentically. 

Creation and Discovery 

One of the central tasks of a fully and deeply lived human life is to 
become what it is in us to be. This is a task of both creation and discovery. It 
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is creation in the sense that we have, as Simone de Beauvoir has said, an open 
future. 1 This is a view characteristic of existentialism: the future is possibility, 
not yet determined, and, in the light of this, we have choices about what we 
do and who we become. In this sense, we are able to create ourselves and our 
lives. However, the existentialists do not include in their analysis of the human 
self the presence of depths which are unavailable to direct conscious experi¬ 
ence and which have a powerful effect on, perhaps are even the source of, 
who we are. There are a range of these kinds of views. To go to the other end 
of the history of Western philosophy, where the individual has far less respon¬ 
sibility for creating self and meaning, Plato and Aristotle would both have 
argued (though from different points of view) that when we are born, we are 
someone already. Plato would have argued that we are someone in the sense 
that we have access to another level and kind of being through the knowledge 
we once had as disembodied souls in the ideal realm. 2 We are not simply blank 
slates, soaking up information. Rather, through reason and reflection we can 
remember what we once knew and thus discover the reality that underlies and 
transcends the realities of everyday experience. In this sense, we have an epis- 
temic identity: we are potential knowers, and knowledge is the source of our 
experience of meaning and depth. When Socrates talked about the unexam¬ 
ined life as not being worth living, he meant that unexamined assumptions are 
not worthy of being called knowledge and not worthy of being the basis of 
our understanding of the meaning of human life. Aristotle would have argued 
that we come equipped with an essence which determines the kinds of beings 
we are, and in order to live well we must know who we are and consciously 
live in a way that allows this essence to develop to its fullest capacity. For 
Aristotle, this meant the fullest possible development of our rational and reflec¬ 
tive capacities. The test of this development is the presence of the kind of 
character that allows us to choose the mean in situations that have moral sig¬ 
nificance. The virtues that characterize the mean are virtues such as courage, 
generosity, self-possession, pride, truthfulness, and temperance. From an 
Aristotelian point of view, we already have an identity as rational beings, capa¬ 
ble of participating in human life in virtuous ways. Like Plato, our identity is 
tied to our capacities as thinkers and knowers. Plato and Aristotle also believe 
we have individual identities, and these identities are tied to our talents and 
abilities. So we have dual identities as both knowers and doers. Our identities 
as knowers are the shared human identity. Our identities as doers are as indi¬ 
vidual as our abilities. Both Plato and Aristotle place emphasis on the develop¬ 
ment of skills as basic to individual identity. 

This notion of given identity as having to do with what we are able to 
know is a prominent theme in the Western philosophical tradition, and there 
are many variations on it. In the Christian tradition, we are identified as not 
only knowers of God but also as being known by God (see, for example, 
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Augustine’s many passionate descriptions of both knowing and being known 
by God). 3 It is a crucial part of who we are that God takes an interest in us as 
individuals, that we can open ourselves to God in prayer, that this will have 
an effect on how we live our individual lives. At the same time, our task is to 
transcend our individual identities in the sense of our individual desires, seen 
as prideful (see Augustine) thus sinful, and to replace our own wills with the 
will of God. God has given us free will, but we must use it to choose God 
rather than ourselves. 

The emphasis on will ultimately brings us to existentialism through Kant 
and his emphasis on autonomy in the moral life. For Kant, we already have 
an identity as knowers both in the purely epistemic sense and in the moral 
sense. Epistemically, we come equipped with a certain set of categories which 
determine our experience of the world. Morally we come equipped with a 
rational will, which commands us to apply the categorical imperative. In the 
end, for Heidegger and Sartre, the moral imperative falls away, and we are left 
with our identities as certain kinds of beings. For Heidegger, we are the 
beings who are interested in being; as it turns out, it is our own being in 
which we are interested, not being in general. We have facticity, that which 
we cannot change, and Existenz, our possibilities. Our fixed capacities are a 
combination of our past and the structure of our being. Our possibilities are 
the various ways in which we can come into relation with our past and know 
our being. For Heidegger, our “ownmost possibility” is the way in which we 
come into relation with and live out the knowledge of our own deaths. 
Simone de Beauvoir, with whom we began this summary, argues that possi¬ 
bility itself, an “open future” is our most important existential feature and our 
efforts ought to be directed towards the exploration and commitment that 
turn possibility into an actuality authentically chosen. 4 

In contrast to the existentialists, but as a result of the same tradition of 
concerns, psychoanalysis and depth psychology have given us the picture of 
human beings as constituted by both a conscious and unconscious mind. In 
both Freudian and Jungian psychology, the conscious mind has considerably 
less to do with who we are than the unconscious mind. In this sense, we have 
a complex given identity as the possessors of, from a Freudian standpoint, 
drives and structures for both satisfying and transforming these drives, and, 
from a Jungian standpoint, as possessors of an unconscious filled with com¬ 
plexes whose nature is determined by archetypal energies, driven by a kind of 
psychic energy which moves us towards both the satisfaction of desire and the 
experience of meaning. For both Freud and Jung, the quality of our lives is 
determined by how we consciously come into relation with these pervasive 
and structuring unconscious activities. 

All of these conceptions of human identity as at least partially fixed 
include experiential identity and objectively observable identity. We both 
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experience ourselves in certain ways and can be observed to have certain 
qualities. In the instances of a fixed identity that is essentially connected to the 
divine, such as Plato’s notion of the Good or the Christian notion of God, an 
important aspect of who we are lies in our inherent ability to experience the 
divine. In Plato, this is characterized as a kind of knowing that enables us to 
have a deep understanding of, and a profound experience of the meaning of, 
reality itselt. In the Christian tradition, it is knowing in a different sense, in 
that we can have direct experience of God and the love of God that is more 
like our experience ol human relationship than an essentially epistemic rela¬ 
tion. Thus part of our fixed identity is who we experience ourselves as being. 
Plato also thought the nature of our being was objectively observable through 
the use of rational discourse and argument. For example, Socrates demon¬ 
strated in Meno that a slave boy, if asked the right questions, could demon¬ 
strate the capacity to recall his innate knowledge of geometry. Aristotle 
believed we could both experience our own capacities as rational beings capa¬ 
ble of the development of virtue, and that our status as beings with essences 
was objectively observable both from the standpoint of watching human 
behavior (including the human capacity for exercising reason) and from the 
point of view of our place in a natural world constituted by beings who also 
had various essences. The same can be said for Kant and the existentialists. 
However, both Heidegger and Sartre introduced the notion of self-deception 
as a feature of what it is to be a human being that makes our experience of 
our identity more complex. Heidegger referred to it as forgetting being, and 
Sartre as bad faith. In both instances, it can be true to say that we have an 
identity but we may not be consciously aware of what it is. Thus becoming 
who we are becomes at least partially a project of discovery, not of some ulti¬ 
mate reality as Plato would have held, but of some deeper and perhaps more 
basic part of ourselves. And if this is true for Heidegger and Sartre, it is even 
more significant for Freud and Jung. Psychoanalysis and depth psychology 
both offer us the picture of ourselves as hidden from ourselves. We believe 
we are who we experience ourselves consciously as being, but inevitably we 
are deceived; indeed, often we must be deceived to be able to endure the 
conditions of social life. From a Jungian standpoint, we fail to grasp not only 
the contents of our repressed complexes, but also the extent to which our 
identity and fate are determined by archetypal energies. From these points of 
view, our identities are so hidden that we require the assistance of an analyst 
to help us discover who we truly are and to come into a more satisfying rela¬ 
tion with this underlying reality. 

Examining these various points of view, it can be seen that there are 
aspects of our lives that are accessible to our wills and aspects that are not. 
Those aspects that are accessible to our wills are amenable to choice and can 
be areas of conscious creation. Those that are not must first be discovered and 
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related to in some way. While they may not be accessible to our wills, our 
knowledge and acceptance of them are essential to our experience of our¬ 
selves as whole beings. Let us examine the importance of this difference in a 
slightly different way. 


The Voluntary and the Involuntaiy 

Human life is a rich mixture of experience of those events and activities 
which are in our control, and those events and experiences that are not: the 
voluntary and the involuntary, 5 the internally determined and the externally 
determined. The voluntary and the internally determined include whatever is 
accessible to will and choice in both the short and long terms. This includes 
both the activities of reason and reason-based choice, as well as those choices 
that are made from other sources, such as emotion. The involuntary includes 
what happens in us spontaneously: desire, emotion, dreams, visions, mystical 
experience. The externally determined includes what happens to us: other 
people’s actions, events in the natural world, large social events such as war. 

In the Western philosophical tradition, there is a long history of focus on 
what is rational and what is accessible to the will and its relation to the irra¬ 
tional, the involuntary, and the externally determined. As we have seen 
above, Aristotle’s notion of virtue offers us a picture of moral life in which it 
is possible, through consciousness, will, education, and self-discipline, to 
shape our own moral development and become virtuous. Though the fact 
that human beings have the nature they do is not in our control, our relation 
to it is, at least to a large extent. Aristotle included in character our emotional 
attitudes to the things that happen in our lives. Achieving the Golden Mean is 
partly a matter of which actions we choose, but also a matter of the kind of 
attitudes we have. To be virtuous is to be a certain kind of person, which 
includes not only actions but also emotions and attitudes. Aristotle did not 
envision emotions and attitudes as entirely reactive; he believed certain emo¬ 
tions and attitudes can be cultivated. The presence of emotion itself is invol¬ 
untary since it is an aspect of human experience, but the quality of emotional 
response is the result of the cultivation of character. The Roman Stoics offer 
us a different but related way of dealing with the fact that much in life cannot 
be controlled. They advocate detachment and calm self-possession. In 
Epictetus’s work Enchiridion , one of his first pieces of moral advice is: know 
what you can control and what you can’t. 6 Marcus Aurelius recommends that 
we cultivate an indifference to whether our lives are long or short. Seneca 
recommends the development of serenity through the simple life and the dis¬ 
cipline of desire. All of these philosophers are addressing themselves to the 
fact that the involuntary and the externally determined play an important part 
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in our lives and we must find a way to be in relation to this fundamental fea¬ 
ture of existence. 

Another area in which these relationships are examined is the theory and 
practice of psychoanalysis. Analytic theories, both Freudian andjungian, offer 
a picture of human beings as composed of the experience of consciousness 
and the belief that the choices we make are based on evidence and reason, 
and at the same time energies that are not conscious yet determine not only 
choices, but our sense of what is significant and meaningful. The activity of 
analysis is a way of engaging with these involuntary energies, and is in a sense 
training for conducting our own inner lives in such a way that the conscious 
comes into some kind of relation with the unconscious. 

Using different terminology, the same thing can be said of religion and 
spiritual practice. All the major religious traditions presuppose that human 
life is embedded in and surrounded by forces and/or beings that are other 
and that at the same time have a great deal of power in human life. There 
are a number of versions of this view. As an example, Christianity offers us a 
model of an extremely intimate relationship between the divine and human 
beings. Not only does the divine determine the nature of the universe, the 
divine also loves each of us personally. This is both heartening and terrifying. 
In the Christian universe we are closer to the Other than we are to our 
fellow human beings. God is present in us, loves us, and wants us to live a 
certain way (though wanting here is obviously an attempt to characterize a 
mysterious relationship in human terms). At the other end of the intimacy 
spectrum, Buddhism offers a picture of the divine as non-Being, indescrib¬ 
able, certainly not anything with which we could be in relation. Our task is 
to free ourselves of illusory differences from the One and rejoin it. There are 
of course many other versions of this relationship. But in each version, there 
are spiritual practices that are focused on using the will and even reason to 
approach a relation with the divine, which appears in experience in its own 
time. There is no direct relation between spiritual practice and experience of 
the divine; spiritual practice seems to set the stage, so to speak, for experi¬ 
ence of the divine. It turns our attention away from the world towards the 
divine. It makes a space for contact with the divine. Nevertheless, sometimes 
people experience spontaneous manifestations of the divine without any 
spiritual practice at all, and others may practice for years without such expe¬ 
rience, or find it only after a very long time. Buddhism is filled with stories 
of people who have practiced meditation for years and finally experience 
enlightenment at some unlikely time, perhaps it even wakens the person 
from sleep. Spiritual practice may set the stage for the divine, but it manifests 
on its own schedule. 

It is imperative in human life that we develop a relation to the involun¬ 
tary and the externally determined. First of all, if we do not, we will be 
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ignoring a substantial aspect of human life. Both our experience of the exter¬ 
nal world and our experience of ourselves is saturated with the involuntary 
and the externally determined. It is perhaps easier to find a relation to the 
externally determined than the involuntary. Life is constantly delivering 
events to us that we must respond to, and we are accustomed to experiencing 
and meeting these demands. Our relation to the involuntary is more complex. 
For example, many people are not aware of the extent to which involuntary 
emotional response determines the way they cope with the externally deter¬ 
mined. We become accustomed to being ourselves, and come to believe that 
our responses are based exclusively on reflection and choice. Many people 
manage to focus so exclusively on everyday activity that their emotions 
become suppressed and they do not notice the inner processes that are con¬ 
stantly taking place. Furthermore, many people are frightened by unexpected 
inner events. This is often described as a fear of “going crazy.” In my experi¬ 
ence with clients in psychotherapy and spiritual direction, both strong emo¬ 
tion and the experience of the divine are often greatly feared as resulting in 
fragmentation of the personality (“I won’t be myself anymore”), emotional 
possession (“If I start crying I'll never stop), uncontrollable impulses (“If I 
really get angry I don’t know what I’ll do”), and being overwhelmed by the 
divine (“There won’t be any of me left”). 7 Given our culture, this is not sur¬ 
prising. We are encouraged to be goal oriented and outwardly focused. We 
are encouraged to believe that if we try hard enough, we can have whatever 
we want. A strong sense of agency is highly valued. In a sense, we are 
addicted to both the activities of the will and the illusion that this kind of 
activity is what constitutes and ought to constitute the bulk of human life 
activities and experience. As in the case of any addiction, the first step to loos¬ 
ening its grip is the acknowledgment of its existence. 

This means we need to face the fact that human beings are complex and 
multilayered. Though our everyday lives are filled with conscious activity and 
require an almost constant attention to the many tasks that fill them, there is 
as much or more activity taking place at an unconscious level. The fact that 
conscious life receives our full attention contributes to the illusion connected 
with conscious life that our lives are under control, and failures of control are 
exceptional. This illusion has the advantage of giving us a sense of greater 
security in our lives and lowers our anxiety levels as long as it goes unchal¬ 
lenged. It has the disadvantage of being false. Challenges to our illusory sense 
of control, such as personal and family losses and tragedies, often result in the 
forced relinquishing of this illusion. Very often, when people are put in this 
position they go through a long period of feeling lost and depressed. Their 
sense of meaning is lost. During such periods, people can become more open 
to the notion that life is more than our conscious, purpose-directed experi¬ 
ence of it. Great grief is often accompanied by a kind of inner quiet, giving us 
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the opportunity to notice our own inner life. It is often during periods of 
grief and other kinds of upheaval in life that we realize there is a very real 
sense in which life lives us in addition to our living it. This is an unnerving 
thought, and many people who experience being overwhelmed by the power 
of strong emotions—disturbing thoughts and images and dreams so intense 
they stay throughout the day—are anxious to return to what they view as 
ordinary life. Others are permanently changed, and want to find ways to 
maintain contact with the powerful forces of soul and psyche. Living as if 
conscious life is all there is and living in relation to the activities of the 
unconscious are two quite different ways of life. 

As for those of us who have mercifully been spared overwhelming 
tragedy, there are other opportunities to discover our own depths. Falling in 
love often presents us with the opportunity of experiencing a deeper reality. 
Feeling that someone was fated to come into one’s life, having a sense that 
someone is a soul mate, appeals to a level of reality not referred to by our 
ongoing concerns with practical matters. It suggests that there is some mean¬ 
ing in life that is not created by us, but is there to be found. Falling in love 
also gives many people a sense that such powerful feelings have trans-human 
origins, that somehow the divine is connected with the love they feel. 

Both grief and falling in love are to a great extent externally determined. 
No loss, no grief. No love-object, no love. These events can be uniquely 
powerful in forcing us into awareness of our inner lives. But they are not 
uniquely efficacious. There are gentler introductions to inner life. These gen¬ 
tler introductions involve attending to our inner experiences and finding a 
way to come into relation with them. 


Connecting Creation and Discovery, the Voluntary 
and the Involuntary 

One of the profoundest feelings of discovery in psychic life is connected 
with our discovery of those unconscious processes that are responsible for 
involuntary experience. We find ourselves saying things we didn’t know we 
knew, yet immediately we recognize them as authentic for us. We discover, 
through seemingly random, autonomously appearing thoughts and associa¬ 
tions features of ourselves we didn’t know were there. We have strange 
dreams which nevertheless seem deeply meaningful, and whose content we 
recognize as uniquely our own. The unconscious speaks, and we have a 
sense of having discovered something that in some sense we knew all along. 
These kinds of inner experiences are not experiences of collecting new 
information. They are more like uncovering something forgotten, but some¬ 
thing that has always been there. At the same time, having discovered them, 
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coming into relation with them involves the creative and the voluntary. We 
decide to think more about the thoughts that have come to us, to use our 
imaginations to create a richer relation to our dreams. We have that 
immense pleasure that comes from being able to exercise our capacities for 
creation and discovery, our ability for both voluntary and involuntary expe¬ 
rience all at once. We need not feel cut off from our deeper selves by will, 
nor need we feel that we must create ourselves and our meanings from noth¬ 
ing. And all of this allows us to come into a new relation with the externally 
determined. We have discovered what complex beings we are, and we have 
also discovered that when something is presented to us, when we have an 
encounter with the involuntary either inside or out, we need not be alto¬ 
gether reactive. We can be conscious and make choices about our behavior. 
Through attention and reflection, we can integrate creation, discovery, the 
voluntary, and the involuntary. 


Knowing Reality, Working on Dreams 

In what we think of as the common-sense view of the world, knowing 
reality is not difficult. All we have to do is look around. In the philosophical 
view of the empiricists that underlies our familiar scientific worldview, look¬ 
ing around becomes more complex, since we must connect our experiences 
to the external world, with which they are not identical. The problem of 
skepticism is insoluble; that is, we can never know with certainty that the 
world is identical to our experiences, we can never know with certainty 
exactly what the world is like apart from our experiences since we have only 
our experiences. Nevertheless, as Locke pointed out, we can know enough to 
get along. Reality in this sense is external, and something we come into rela¬ 
tion with. It is implicitly contrasted with appearance, that is, how things 
appear to us, and the more closely we can connect our experiences of appear¬ 
ances to the external world, the better our contact with reality. 

Experienced human reality is a complicated business. We do, of course, 
have daily, ongoing experiences of having a relation to the world. Some are 
successful in the sense that what we think is there really is there, and some are 
not. We can accurately count the number of chairs in a room, but mistake a 
Pekinese for a coyote on a walk in the park. However, the most important 
reality for most of us has to do with our relations to others. This is emotional 
reality, and how good we are at relating to this kind of reality determines to a 
surprising extent the quality of our lives. The notion of “relating" to this kind 
of reality is slightly misleading, since our own responses form a substantial part 
of it. To understand how this is so, the notion of projection is useful. 
Projection involves the attribution of qualities, motives, and attitudes to 
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others whose origin is our own emotional structures—injungian terms, com¬ 
plexes. Other people remind us of the cast of characters of our childhoods 
and trigger emotional responses from the complexes formed by that child¬ 
hood. This involves not only our unconscious attitudes to people who are 
perhaps long gone, but also the longings connected with unfulfilled needs, 
underdeveloped parts of ourselves, and even our relation to the divine. This 
rather mechanical-sounding process is not conscious and chosen, but often 
deeply unconscious. It structures our experience of the world both cogni¬ 
tively and emotionally. That is, we have beliefs about other people, and those 
beliefs are saturated with feeling. Anyone who has met someone unknown to 
her or him and taken a violent and often embarrassing dislike to her or him 
has experienced an acute version of this. All versions are not this obvious; our 
everyday thoughts and attitudes towards others are highly conditioned by our 
complexes and, since we live inside this reality, we may not notice until it 
becomes a problem. The ways in which it can become a problem are all too 
familiar: the person who leaves job after job because her or his co-workers 
seem to be so hard to get along with, the person who cannot sustain relation¬ 
ships because others don’t seem to understand her or him, and a myriad of 
other difficulties that are part of the grit of everyday life. 

The fact that this is called projection suggests that there might be another 
reality upon which this internally determined reality is projected. Suppose this 
is so. Is there some reason to believe that it is desirable to know what it is? 
Two reasons present themselves. 

First, our relationships with other people prosper when other people feel 
“seen”; that is, when others feel that we are actually interested in them, can 
see things from their point of view and value them in themselves. It is not 
emotionally satisfying or even very interesting to be with people who are 
acting from a purely internally determined scenario. In such scenarios, other 
people are just placeholders, occasions for enacting the recurring and limited 
drama conditioned by complexes. 

Second, in addition to the more familiar pleasures of relationship, there is 
an intrinsic pleasure in being able to be in contact with the reality of others. It 
relieves us of what is often experienced as the burden of self. This burden 
causes our experience to be limited, limiting, and repetitious. There is a deep 
emotional pleasure in being able to see others, to let some fresh energy into 
our psyches from without as well as from within. The novels of Iris Murdoch 
are full of accounts of people who are struggling with this difficulty, who are 
ruthless and insensitive as a result of self-absorption, and who are liberated 
when something, often tragedy, breaks through and forces them to pay atten¬ 
tion to others. 8 

If it is desirable to contact that reality, how can we go about doing it? 
Though this suggests going about it completely backwards, the most effective 
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way to begin to know the reality of others is to better understand the reality 
of ourselves. We need to become conscious of those projections so that we 
can come into a different relation with our complexes. This is a long, difficult 
process, but it can result in healing, compassion, and clarity of vision. It is this 
interior reality to which dreams offer access, perhaps unparalleled access. 
Emotional response and free association, to mention two conscious processes 
with roots in the unconscious, can also tell us a great deal about the activities 
of the unconscious, but dreams offer particularly rich and precise information. 
Furthermore, attention to dreams strengthens our connection with the 
unconscious, so that we experience ourselves differently. One of the things 
that makes projection so easy is the extent to which the conscious mind is 
split off from the unconscious. Jung discusses this throughout his works, but 
with particular emphasis in “The Transcendent Function.” 9 In order to pay 
sustained attention to the complex and high-maintenance business of modern 
living, we need to be able to separate ourselves from conscious awareness of 
other processes taking place in the larger psyche. Attention to dreams means, 
among other things, that we are turning towards the larger psyche. Through 
attention to dreams, we can have more conscious access to our own reality, 
those feelings, images, thoughts, longings, and attitudes that constitute our 
own worldviews. And with that conscious knowledge, we are much better 
able to take in the reality of others. 

Attention to dreams gives us access to the larger psyche, and this has con¬ 
sequences beyond self-knowledge and increased understanding of others. 
Complexes can only remain contained if they are unconscious. When we 
become conscious of them we open the door not only to knowledge of par¬ 
ticular complexes, but also to contact with the deeper psyche. Possession by 
unconscious complexes is inherently confusing, since it involves a mingling of 
past and present, of emotion which has to do with things that have already 
happened and not what’s happening now, with the frozen horror of trauma 
and the despair of being trapped in incomprehensible feelings. Emotionally, 
we cannot make even the most fundamental discrimination between our own 
feelings and those of others: the world is created by these interior conditions. 
When we begin to be able to identify complexes, we can also begin to expe¬ 
rience our discrete existence, the differences between how we feel and how 
others see things, and this enables us, paradoxically, to move towards the 
depths of the psyche where the personal unconscious ends and the objective 
or collective unconscious begins. It creates the conditions for the breaking 
through of archetypal energies, the energies of the divine, because the 
strengthened ego is able to tolerate this breakthrough without being over¬ 
whelmed. And this gives us access to yet another level of reality. 

The works of the mystics tell us that the divine is not somewhere else, 
but here and now. The Christian mystics experienced the presence of God in 
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their own lives. In his book The Psychoanalytic Mystic , Michael Eigen con¬ 
nects the mysticism of religious experience with Bion’s notion of O and 
Lacan’s jouissance. 10 The experience of the Other, however it may be named, 
is a constant and enlivening possibility. Various contemplative and meditative 
practices increase our availability for this experience, because they can help us 
contact a deeper reality in the psyche. However, many people have great dif¬ 
ficulty with these practices for reasons connected with unconscious com¬ 
plexes. Contemplative practice forces us into the presence of these complexes, 
which may be so fearful to some that contemplation is impossible. Another 
anxiety is the fragmentation of the ego. People who have powerful uncon¬ 
scious complexes do not have strong egos, they have rigid egos. A strong ego 
is flexible and permeable to incursions of unconscious experience. A rigid ego 
fears that any change could shatter it. In addition, people who have a great 
deal of unconfronted unconscious material often use what they think of as 
“spiritual life,” which for them consists of a great deal of imagination and fan¬ 
tasy rather the discipline of daily practice, as an avoidance of the painful possi¬ 
bilities of consciousness. Work with dreams can be a gentle, relatively 
unthreatening way of approaching this unconscious material. Dreams are 
multileveled, so the dreamer can work at whatever level is most accessible, 
while keeping in mind that there is more should he or she choose to explore 
it. Work with dreams also helps us cultivate appropriate awe. The fact that 
the psyche has a rich, deep, and ultimately transcendent life of its own is truly 
awe inspiring. Our own individual psyches provide us with the possibility of a 
personal connection with the divine, whatever religious tradition we may or 
may not embrace. Without this kind of awe, we are deprived of a substantial 
aspect of our relation to the Otherness in life, which ranges from our own 
archetypally structured psyches to the ultimate experience of otherness, mysti¬ 
cal union. 

The process of coming into relation to reality is, like everything else in 
human life, a process of creation and discovery and an experience of both the 
voluntary and involuntary. In order to do the work that brings us into a 
better relation with reality, we need to understand and engage with who we 
are. Work on dreams is particularly well suited to both creating and discover¬ 
ing ourselves, to developing a relation to the involuntary activities of the 
unconscious. Dreams are a familiar phenomenon, usually thought of as ordi¬ 
nary life events. Often they receive little if any attention unless they are par¬ 
ticularly charming, humorous, frightening, or awe inspiring. We have been 
dreaming as long as we can remember, so the arrival of a dream is not 
unexpected in the way that sudden intense emotion or a vision might be, 
nor as threatening as the more dramatic external events can be. Dreams 
come and go, and our relationship to them is often one of passing and tem¬ 
porary interest. Thus work with dreams is work with the familiar, and like 
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any new relation to the familiar, it can be transformative. Work with 
dreams gives us the opportunity to see ourselves in a new way. It can 
enhance the realization of possibility of psychic depth, and it can do so in a 
relatively nonthreatening way, since work with dreams can be done in a 
number of ways and at a number of levels. Dream work tends to be self¬ 
reinforcing, since the pleasure in coming to know ourselves better can rival 
the pain that can be created by increased self-knowledge. Work on dreams 
can alter our sense of what it is to know ourselves. It can result in a height¬ 
ened sense of our own complexity, a deepened experience of emotion, and 
often, surprisingly, in spiritual awakening. 

The area of spiritual awakening is a particularly interesting one in work 
with dreams because it is often the most unexpected. People with some 
degree of psychological sophistication are not surprised to discover that they 
have hidden emotional lives. They may be surprised by just what the 
hidden emotions are, but not that they are there. It is not uncommon to 
have the sense that we have feelings that are not yet fully known. It makes 
sense to say, “I’m not sure how I feel about that,” with the implication that 
there is feeling there, but we have not yet become fully conscious of what it 
is. Dreams can offer access to these deeper areas of feeling. As well, most of 
us are comfortable with the notion that there are thoughts to which we 
have a similar relation. Whatever one’s analysis of unconscious thoughts, 
sometimes forming an opinion has as much to do with discovery as it does 
with rational process. When I was writing my doctoral thesis, I would often 
stop and attend carefully to thoughts that seemed to emerge out of the 
depths already formed. Most people who have written anything of any 
length are familiar with this kind of self-interrogation and the interesting 
results it brings. Theories are often created by a kind of dialogue between 
our rational, conscious points of view and those thoughts that seem to have 
been formed at a deeper level. Here too dreams can be helpful. When I was 
a graduate student at the University of Iowa, a friend who was a graduate 
student in mathematics told me the story of a fellow student of hers who 
was having great difficulty with his thesis. He needed to create an original 
theorem, but nothing was emerging. One night, in a dream, a theorem 
came to him. He awoke, and it still made sense. He wrote it down, con¬ 
structed a proof, and before long was defending his thesis. One of his exam¬ 
iners commented on the originality of his theorem, and asked how he 
arrived at it. The student replied, “It came to me in a dream.” Everyone 
laughed, assuming he was being cagey. 

In the process of psychotherapy, dreams can offer us access to deeper 
aspects of our personal lives: painful memories and events, and many experi¬ 
ences and possibilities that have been put away and forgotten because they 
were too painful, frightening, and/or threatening to stay in consciousness. 
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That this is so has become an ordinary though not uncontroversial belief. 
Dreams about the divine, however, have a different status. 

Though spiritual and religious dreams have been reported in every 
major religious tradition throughout human history, those of us living in 
contemporary Western culture do not find this an ordinary notion. We live 
in a complex, technology-dominated culture which values the satisfaction of 
material desire, often short-term desire, above virtually anything else. 
Established religion appears to have a different role in people’s lives: a com¬ 
mitment no longer assumed, but still valued by some. Outside established 
religion, attitudes towards spiritual life vary considerably. Some of the most 
common are complete denial of its value, highly individualized notions of 
spiritual life, and a combination of longing and confusion. Thus when we 
have dreams that seem to be about something other than our personal issues, 
it can be disconcerting, confusing, and even frightening. We often don’t 
know how to incorporate them into our lives. Even those who participate in 
established religious traditions (and here I have Christianity particularly in 
mind) can see dreams about the divine as unorthodox and even dangerous. 
Nevertheless, these dreams do occur. 11 In this book, I will examine a 
number of these dreams, and focus on how they have been understood by 
the people who had them. I will discuss these dreams from both Jungian and 
other spiritual perspectives, with a particular emphasis on the Jungian under¬ 
standing of spiritual experience, that is, the assumption that spiritual experi¬ 
ence is real because people have it, but that it may or may not have reference 
to something that exists outside the psyche. This is consistent with several 
different points of view. For example, the psychoanalyst Ana Maria Rizzuto, 
in The Birth of the Living God, argues that religious beliefs and experience 
are part of the transitional space described by Winnicott. 12 From a Jungian 
standpoint, these experiences are connected to the archetypal foundations of 
psychic life. From a spiritual (in the sense of a belief in the reality of a spiri¬ 
tual realm) standpoint, these dreams are a way of being in contact with the 
divine, which exists independently of our experience; though the divine 
exists independently of us, we experience its reality psychically. 

Jung has a complex notion of our relation to the divine. It is basically 
experiential, but it is experiential with an underlying metaphysical view. Jung 
believes that the psyche is constituted by complexes whose cores are arche¬ 
typal. Complexes are both archetypal and specific to individuals. Various 
manifestations of the archetypes have common themes, but each of us has a 
particular version of these themes. One of the major sources of the experience 
of meaning is emotional response and connection, and the emotions that form 
these responses and connections come from the complexes of the individual. 
These complexes are comprised of both cultural and individual archetypal 
material. The way we experience our lives, the meanings that events have for 
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us and that fact that we are drawn to particular patterns of living are due the 
presence of archetypes. The archetypal structures form the subject matter of 
human life. For example, we are all children of parents, many of us are par¬ 
ents of children, and the value of family life in some form is a widespread fea¬ 
ture of human experience. Thus we live out the archetypes of mother, father, 
child, family, and home. The experience of living in these patterns determines 
the contents of each individual complex. For example, if I am fortunate 
enough to have loving parents, my mother and father complexes will contain 
the images and feelings associated with these good experiences. I will inter¬ 
nalize the good mother and the good father, my own experiences (images, 
feeling) gathered around an archetypal core. There are many archetypes, and 
human life is complex. These archetypes can be found in myth, art, and 
sacred text. They can also be found on television and in comic books. They 
are pervasive, because they are the ground of human life. 

Not all archetypes have explicitly to do with the plot of life, though they 
must be lived out. The archetype of the shadow and the contrasexual arche¬ 
types (anima/animus) have to do with our abilities to be our whole selves. 
The shadow complex is formed through the rejection of parts of the person¬ 
ality the ego cannot tolerate because of the familial and cultural contexts in 
which the person finds her or himself. The contents of the shadow are usually 
thought of as qualities that are objectively negative: greed, selfishness, jeal¬ 
ousy. However, there may be archetypal contents that, described differently, 
are positive. For example, in families and other environments, such as, for 
example, academic environments, where “cool” and knowingness are highly 
valued, spontaneity and simplicity may be sources of shame. They may be rel¬ 
egated to the shadow as foolishness and stupidity, but upon reconsideration 
may turn out to be highly valued. Work on the shadow can be particularly 
fruitful for the development of authenticity, since it is often the most individ¬ 
ual aspects of the person that have to be rejected. By the same token, the 
contrasexual complex contains those aspects of the person that are unaccept¬ 
able to the gender identity offered in a particular family and culture. These 
too may be some of the most individual aspects of the person. And both have 
particularly to do with the ego complex, which is our conscious conception 
of ourselves. Whatever does not fit in there must be relegated to the uncon¬ 
scious in some form, and the ego’s limitations prevent some unconscious con¬ 
tents from emerging, thus prevent psychic development. 

Perhaps the most important archetypal representation in the psyche is 
the archetype of the Self, the archetypal representation of the divine in the 
psyche. The Self both contains the psyche and is at its center. The Self is the 
source of a divine energy that is both transforming and terrifying. The Self is 
not the divine, but is connected to and represents the divine since we cannot 
experience the divine directly (though the exact nature of this relation is dif- 



32 


Dreaming about the Divine 


ficult to describe precisely). 13 Jung believed that spiritual life can be described 
as the ego’s forming a relation to the Self such that the ego becomes rela¬ 
tivized. That is, the ego does not disappear, but the illusion of control that is 
an aspect of the ego’s attitude disappears. The ego defers to the purposes of 
the Self. To put this in spiritual terms, we defer to the will of God. Jungians 
describe this relation as the ego-Self axis. The Self is the ultimate source of 
psychic energy and it is the source of our sense of what kind of life is 
authentic for us. Through being connected to and knowing the Self (though 
of course we can never know the Self completely), we know ourselves at the 
deepest possible level. 

Why it is important to attend to our experiences of human life as arche- 
typally structured? Jung saw archetypal energies as “the organs of God.” 14 
What this meant to him was that apparently ordinary human life and experi¬ 
ence has a divine core, and can be experienced at a much deeper level than 
we might have supposed. It also means that what happens in our lives is not 
just random, but is a part of an archetypal pattern that is unfolding in each of 
us. Each of us has a given identity, in the sense that our lives are determined 
by archetypal themes, and each of us has an individual version of this identity 
that it is part of our spiritual work to live out as fully as possible. This view 
resembles Aristotle’s views about general human essence and individual ver¬ 
sions of it. Thus our lives are a complex of creation and discovery, of the vol¬ 
untary and the involuntary. 

Jungian psychology has been a resource for many people’s spiritual jour¬ 
neys. There are a number of reasons for this. First of all, there is the emo¬ 
tional impact of Jungian psychology itself. For people who have a strong need 
to live a highly individualized and autonomous life, Jungian psychology is 
moving and inspiring. Jung himself lived a highly individualized life in a soci¬ 
ety characterized by strong demands for conformity. He continued to be cre¬ 
ative in his own life until the time of his death. His theories reflect his sense 
of the importance of individual life and offer a vision of the possibility of con¬ 
tinuous creativity. Furthermore, he connects the development of individuality 
with developing a relation to the divine. For Jung, the development of indi¬ 
viduality is accomplished through inner work. This is a process of self-knowl¬ 
edge, self-understanding, making what is unconscious conscious, and to the 
best of one’s abilities, knowing and accepting the whole self. It is through 
making a connection with the Self, the archetypal representation of the divine 
in the psyche, that one may come into an individual relation with the divine. 
For Jung, the path to spiritual life is through the inner life. Jung believed that 
spiritual life is essentially experiential: spiritual life that supports psychic devel¬ 
opment must be based on our individual experiences of the spirit. These may 
come through dreams, visions, and creativity. There is no substitute for expe¬ 
rience in spiritual life, particularly not belief in the dogmas of a religious tradi- 
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tion simply because this is what one has been taught. This kind of belief is 
experientially deadening because it requires us to stifle our individual 
responses to these dogmas and to life itself, and Jung saw these responses as, 
spiritually, the cutting edge. Emotional response is the manifestation of the 
archetypal core of the complexes that structure the psyche, and it is through 
emotional response as well as the experience of imagery that we come to 
understand the unique manifestations of archetypal life in each of us. As I 
mentioned above, Jung believed the archetypes are the “organs of God.” 
Because of the dynamic qualities of the archetypes, I prefer to think of them 
as the energies of God, at work structuring the psyche and providing each of 
us with the potential to make an authentic connection with the divine. 

These views of Jung’s have had great emotional impact on many people 
who feel spiritually stifled and blocked. Archetypally, Jung is often experi¬ 
enced as a kind of spiritual father and the emotional effect of his writing has 
often provided a way into spiritual life through making people emotionally 
receptive to spiritual life as he describes it. It is his overall image of spiritual 
life as the deepest expression of the individual that provides this impact. This 
is in addition to the actual details of the theories themselves, which, to an 
emotionally receptive mind can offer the kind of profound understanding that 
is the most satisfying form of intellectual activity. 

Does this mean that Jungian psychology is itself a kind of spiritual path? 
Yes and no, depending on what one includes in the concept of the spiritual 
path. Those Jungians who are particularly concerned with spiritual life 15 
emphasize spiritual life as contact with the energies of the Self in the psyche, 
the ego-Self axis. If the ego-Self axis is strong, our relation with the Self will 
be vital and ongoing. We will experience imagery, synchronicities, dreams, 
and transpersonal emotions that enrich our everyday lives. We will experi¬ 
ence our lives as meaningful because we will feel a strong connection to the 
divine in the psyche in such a way that we can see that the purposes of the 
divine are being served by difficulty and suffering and that our own increase 
of consciousness is an incarnation of the divine. This is clearly a rich spiritual 
life of a highly individualized kind. However, traditionally spiritual life has 
existed not just through the individual’s experience of the spirit, but also in 
the context of a relation with a larger tradition which provides other kinds of 
archetypally based experiences, such as ritual and teaching. Jung himself 
believed that one of the most successful forms of spiritual life was the ability 
to return to the spiritual tradition that provided one’s spiritual formation and 
understand it in a new way. From the standpoint of emotional satisfaction, 
this seems to me to be true. In addition, there is the question of the container 
for spiritual growth. 

Jung's last work was in the area of alchemy. He believed that the alchem¬ 
ical process is an objective correlative of the transformation and growth of the 
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psyche. Crucial to the alchemical process is the concept of the container in 
which the alchemical transformations take place. In the psyche, the container 
is provided by the Self, which contains the whole psyche. In the analytic 
process, the relationship between the therapist and client is the container for 
the transformation of both therapist and client, though the emphasis is of 
course on the transformation of the client. The analytic container allows the 
energies of the Self to be invoked for both client and therapist. The image of 
the container suggests that the energies of transformation need to be “held” 
while something new is taking shape, and that the presence of the container is 
essential to the process. The same is true of the specifically spiritual journey. 
While for a Jungian all inner work is spiritual since the complexes have an 
archetypal core, it is also true that some inner work is highly concentrated on 
the relation to the personal unconscious and strengthening the ego, while 
other work is highly concentrated on the ego-Self axis. It is this latter that 
constitutes the specifically spiritual journey. Which containers are particularly 
appropriate to the spiritual journey? One candidate is the relation between 
the spiritual director and directee. This provides the same kind of container 
that is created by the therapist and client. Another candidate is a religious tra¬ 
dition/institution such as a church. I will discuss this at greater length toward 
the end of this book. For the moment, I want to briefly put forward a modest 
proposal. Though I recognize the many failings and shortcomings of orga¬ 
nized religion, failings and shortcomings that are shared by every institution 
connected to a tradition that constitutes society, nevertheless I believe there is 
something to be said for participation in a religious tradition. The liturgy 
enables us to experience an outward manifestation of an inward condition. 
We have the advantage of the experiences and insights of those who have 
gone before us. The church as container can connect us to the energies of the 
Self. There is another way in which the church can be a container, and it is 
this I particularly want to discuss later at greater length. If the church is part of 
the tradition that provided us with spiritual formation, it can become carrier 
of the archetypal energies of home. This is possible even if the church of 
one’s choice is not the particular part of the tradition that provided spiritual 
formation, but it is an even stronger possibility if it is. 

Now, however, let us consider what constitutes dreaming about the divine. 




3 

Dreaming about 
the Divine 


How can we identify dreams about the divine? There are two main cri¬ 
teria. The first is affective quality. Some dreams about the divine have a 
numinous quality that carries with it a sense of self-evident transcendence and 
meaning. The quality of the experience itself produces in the dreamer a sense 
of having encountered something of a different metaphysical kind, not only 
from ordinary human experience, but from most dream experience. Such 
dreams are often life changing and result in an increased faith in a higher or 
deeper power. However, numinosity is not always a peaceful and inspiring 
experience. Some dreams contain emotions of enormous power that seem to 
indicate heightened significance. Lionel Corbett argues that powerful emo¬ 
tion is an indication of the presence of archetypal energy: “The numinosum 
announces its presence by its affective intensity.... The direct experience of 
spirit, or archetype, is always accompanied by such affect, for instance as part 
of a complex, or simply in the form of interest or emotional investment.... In 
practice this means that the presence of intense affect always indicates the 
presence of the archetype.’’ 1 

Thus while some numinous dreams bring with them an increased 
sense of peace and meaning, others can be frightening and overwhelming, 
or involve intense feelings that are difficult to categorize. As an example 
of this, Jung writes about the experiences of Nicholas of Flue, also known 
as Bruder Klaus. Bruder Klaus is reported to have had experiences of the 
divine so intense and terrifying that the expression on his face was perma¬ 
nently changed, frightening others. Over the years, Bruder Klaus devel¬ 
oped interpretations of these experiences that were consistent with 
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Christian doctrine, but these were reinterpretations. His initial experiences 
seemed to defy understanding, going beyond any categories he had and not 
consistent with church teachings of a loving God that was at least to some 
degree comprehensible. 2 

However, affective intensity is not the only criterion. Subject matter 
plays an important role, especially in the dreams of people who are in the 
process of spiritual formation and/or re-formation, and are searching for a 
highly individualized version of the divine. Dreams will often contain images 
such as angels or altars that refer to the dreamer’s previous religious or spiri¬ 
tual experience, or that are associated with some new possibility of experience 
of the divine, such as religious imagery from traditions other than the 
dreamer’s. These images may not have a strong numinous quality. It is not 
uncommon for people to be frightened by the prospect of numinous experi¬ 
ence even as they long for it, and the imagery will sometimes appear without 
the powerful affect as a kind of gentle approach by the divine. 


A Basic Framework 

The relationship to the divine can permeate every aspect of our lives, so 
it is not surprising that not all dreams about the divine are focused on the 
supremacy of the Self. Many of these dreams represent the way the divine is 
most active in our lives at the moment, which could be anywhere and in any 
way. From a Jungian perspective, all dreams are about the divine because all 
dreams have archetypal content. However, some dreams are more conspicu¬ 
ously about the divine than others in the sense that the presence of the divine 
in some form is either, through affective intensity and/or subject matter, the 
focus of the dream or that focusing on the presence of the divine in interpre¬ 
tation provides the deepest sense of meaning in the dream for the dreamer. 
Working with dreams at this level can be challenging and require a deep level 
of spiritual attunement on the part of the therapist, analyst, or spiritual direc¬ 
tor. To understand why, it will be helpful to set up a basic framework for 
talking about various kinds of inner work and the corresponding kinds of 
work with dreams. There are three fundamental methods of doing inner 
work: therapy as counseling, psychodynamic psychotherapy and analysis, and 
spiritual direction. Let us examine each one. 

Therapy as counseling covers a wide ground. There are many kinds of 
psychotherapies that address themselves to various issues in people’s lives: 
family-of-origin issues, abuse issues, mid-life issues, and so on. If I had to 
characterize the purpose of counseling, I would say that it works to help 
people become themselves more deeply and confidently. This entails finding 
healing for childhood wounds, ways of getting “unstuck” from paralyzing life 
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situations, improving communication and relationship skills, and increasing 
our generative capacities for the sake of our children and loved ones. In gen¬ 
eral, these increased capacities mean a strengthening of ego in the positive 
sense, a pleasurably increased sense of self and confidence, and a more resilient 
response to life’s vicissitudes. This in turn allows us to integrate repressed 
material, to feel freer in ourselves, less driven by unconscious forces. When 
we work with dreams in this kind of therapy, we are mostly focused on how 
the dream images are connected with our damaged, unknown, and/or unde¬ 
veloped selves, and how this affects our functioning in the world. These 
dreams can be experienced as having great depth and meaning, especially for 
people who have had to repress a great deal of emotion and personhood in 
order to survive shattering childhoods. 

Psychodynamic psychotherapy and analysis share with therapy as counsel¬ 
ing the ability to help us live more fully and deeply. In the best instances, this 
kind of therapeutic and analytic work can lead to profound personal transfor¬ 
mation and healing. There is an emphasis on self-knowledge: even when we 
cannot easily change ourselves, our experience of life is altered by bringing 
what has been unconscious into consciousness. In Jungian terms, to be able to 
be conscious of our complexes, of their power in our lives, the patterns of 
feeling and behavior they generate, is to have an increased sense of self and to 
reduce our own sense of victimization by our own thoughts and feelings. In 
addition, analysis offers us a way to understand and participate in the deep 
dynamics of the psyche. This can happen through the transforming relation¬ 
ship between analyst and analysand, the artwork and journaling that accom¬ 
pany analysis, and through direct experience in dreams. Most people in 
analysis have the experience of having at least one and often more numinous 
dreams, in which the images of the dream have an unusual and compelling 
power. In these dreams, we feel we have been in the presence of something 
beyond the human and the personal. In Jungian terms, such dreams are often 
the way the transcendent function and the archetypal energies from the col¬ 
lective unconscious make themselves felt. These dreams can be related to spir¬ 
itual life, in the sense that they can be the occasion of transformation and an 
indication of what, symbolically, is especially meaningful to us. The work of 
analysis provides a context for spiritual search and deeper contact with spiri¬ 
tual resources, and the dreams that occur in analysis often reflect this. 

Spiritual direction is different from both psychodynamic psychotherapy 
and analysis and therapy as counseling. It focuses on a relationship to the 
divine and disidentification with the ego. In the Christian tradition, spiritual 
direction has been a practice reserved for clergy and those who live in religious 
communities. Front the time of the Desert Fathers, those who have committed 
themselves to spiritual life have sought help with becoming more open to the 
divine and with discernment in relation to the intense experiences that arise in 
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deep prayer and contemplative life. This has been called discernment of spir¬ 
its: which experiences come front God, which front Satan. We would 
describe this differently now, but discernment continues to be an important 
focus of spiritual direction. Often contemporary spiritual direction is informed 
by Jungian and psychodynamic theories, so that issues of discernment are 
described in terms of what comes front unconscious complexes or unresolved 
developmental issues and what comes front the deeper self; in the case of 
Jungian theory, discernment seeks to identify what comes front the Self. 
Other traditional issues in spiritual direction have been developing a rule of 
life, understanding the relevance of scripture to one’s own life, and bringing 
more spirituality into relationships. Traditionally, spiritual direction does not 
take place as often as therapy, the director and directee meeting perhaps once 
a month, perhaps less often. In contemporary spiritual direction, director and 
directee may meet more often. 

More recently, the practice of spiritual direction has become of interest 
to many who are neither clergy nor lifelong members of religious communi¬ 
ties. We live in a time in which there are significant numbers of people disaf¬ 
fected from the religious traditions in which they were brought up, yet have 
great spiritual longing. Spiritual direction has been a way of entering into 
spiritual life without necessarily committing to a religious organization. At the 
same time, spiritual direction itself is in the process of change. Spiritual direc¬ 
tors have begun to incorporate the insights of psychoanalysis and other psy¬ 
chological theories, so that they can work with the deep personal issues, such 
as abuse and dysfunctional relationships, that often arise in the context of spir¬ 
itual direction. These issues are not the focus of spiritual direction, but they 
can be included in spiritual direction and seen as a part of one’s spiritual jour¬ 
ney. Work with dreams in spiritual direction will incorporate features of 
dream work in therapy and analysis, but it will have an additional feature: 
attention to and focus on the divine, with the accompanying lack of emphasis 
on ego development. This does not mean that ego development does not 
take place in spiritual direction. Paradoxically, the deeper the contact with the 
divine, the stronger the ego becomes. The ego does not become dominant or 
rigid, but rather strong and flexible, open to new experience. Ann Ulanov 
describes the ego’s activity in connection with the Self: “Our ego is tough¬ 
ened and loosened from its moorings to do this housing of the Self. Feeling 
certain and at ease in its capacity to receive, translate, and transmit the Self, 
the ego also sees that its own workings are manifestations ol the Self, not ulti¬ 
mate in themselves. Even more loosening is the perception that the Self 
which feels like this big center is neither spirit nor God per se but that within 
us which knows about God or the spirit. It is this knowing unknowing that 
gives us the sense, I believe, of that center living in us which is not us, so near 
to St. Paul’s description of it, ‘Not I, but Christ lives in me.’” 3 
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What does this mean in practice? In a moment, I will offer some illustra¬ 
tive case material, but first I want to say a few general things. People come 
into spiritual direction with the intention of deepening their relationship with 
the divine. Sometimes they have very clear ideas about the nature of the 
divine and sometimes not. 

Though this is an oversimplification, for the sake of this discussion I 
would like to divide those who seek spiritual direction into two categories. 
The first is the most familiar; people who already have spiritual commitments 
and want to expand and deepen them, giving them a more personal meaning. 
I have in my practice a number of lifelong Anglicans, committed churchgo¬ 
ers, who, at a certain point, realized that spiritual life could be more deeply 
experienced. For these people, spiritual direction can offer ways to explore 
the faith they already have and, through contemplation and dream work, they 
can have experiences of the divine more powerful and personal than those 
that occur in the context of corporate worship. These people are often 
extremely receptive to dream work (unless there is some theological reason 
for distrusting dreams) and, for those who already have some kind of contem¬ 
plative practice, take to it very easily. When I first gave dream groups at 
Christ Church Cathedral in Vancouver, I was struck by the receptivity I 
found. Many of the people in these groups were not particularly psychologi¬ 
cally minded, but they were spiritually minded, often having a daily spiritual 
practice. They entered into dream work with trust and ease, because their 
own inner lives were already vividly real to them as a result of ongoing spiri¬ 
tual practice. For those who are already committed to a spiritual tradition, 
dream work can be an adventure, a way of incorporating into their spiritual 
lives feelings and images that are different from those familiar ones from scrip¬ 
ture, liturgy, and so on. Drawing on Jung’s views about the collective uncon¬ 
scious, it is an opportunity to experience symbolic imagery from other 
sources as meaningful. For this reason, these people often experience dream 
work as surprising. Expecting to find representations of spiritual life in their 
dreams that reflect their conscious religious commitments, they often discover 
symbolism that is entirely new to them, and new ways of understanding sym¬ 
bolism that is already familiar. As well, they often experience the relation of 
dream work to their conscious religious experience as a version of personal 
interpretation of scripture and liturgical language. That is, they are able to 
bring deeply personal meaning to images and language that is familiar and 
unexamined. For example, they can connect their own personal spiritual 
journeys with the life of Christ and their most cherished biblical texts. 
Dreams can provide a surprising, sometimes disturbing, stimulating, enriching 
addition to the spiritual lives they already have. Dream work can also increase 
their sense of lived spirituality. By being able to connect dreams with every¬ 
day life, people can experience a greater depth of meaning. This is especially 
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important for people whose major spiritual activity has been corporate wor¬ 
ship and church work. It is often a revelation to discover images of the 
divine in the world, in their lives, and in the activities that fill their days. 
There can be a deeper sense of connection with God’s plan for them, espe¬ 
cially if they develop a sense of the divine within. In Jungian terms, dreams 
are driven by the Self. In spiritual terms, the divine sends the dreams. In 
Christian terms, we might say that dreams can be part of our ongoing rela¬ 
tion with the Holy Spirit. 

The second category of person I have found in spiritual direction I 
would call seekers. These are people who have a profound longing for spiri¬ 
tual life, but who are not involved in any religious community or tradition. 
Perhaps they had a religious upbringing from which they have drifted away, 
don’t find meaningful, or reject, or have had bad experiences with organized 
religion. Many of these people in my practice are artists, creative people who 
have spiritual experiences that do not fit easily into a religious framework as 
they understand it. This longing is not some sort of simple wish, but can 
involve real suffering, a profound wish for meaning that doesn’t seem to 
come, an awareness of another level that they are not able to experience. 
They may believe, theoretically, in some sort of higher power or divine force 
but be unable to get any farther than that. They want a deeper connection 
with the divine, but don’t know how to find it. For these people, dream 
work is a way into spiritual life which, from their point of view, is uncontam- 
inated with specific religious prejudices. Initially, they often seek a nonsectar¬ 
ian spiritual life. That is, they seek a personal relationship with the divine 
from the inside out, through the symbols offered in their dreams. 

Interestingly, the dreams of those committed to a particular religious tra¬ 
dition are often not that different, either in content or interpretation, from 
the dreams of seekers. The biggest difference is the presence of a larger set of 
beliefs in religiously committed people and the connecting of dreams to those 
beliefs in order to make them meaningful. Seekers do not have this larger 
belief system, and it is the absence of this system that is often the source of the 
dissatisfaction and suffering that brings them to spiritual direction. What they 
are actually seeking is not so much spiritual direction, which is usually done 
from the standpoint of a particular tradition, as spiritual formation, the discov¬ 
ery and development of a spiritual path. For these people, dream work can 
have immense significance, because dreams are one of their only connections 
with the world of the spirit. Dream work can be used as a tool to build a kind 
of private spiritual life, perhaps even leading to a spiritual practice. This can 
be a profound and satisfying experience, though it has its limitations. If this is 
as far as it goes, it can lead to experiencing spiritual life as essentially private, 
which most people in the end find unsatisfactory. Some connection with a 
larger body seems to be an intrinsic part of spiritual longing. I have often 
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thought that the fact that the offices of the Cathedral Centre for Spiritual 
Direction were in a church was experienced as an attraction even for the 
people who said they had no interest in organized religion. Being in a 
church offered a way for otherwise unconnected people to connect with a 
larger spiritual world with a long history without feeling too threatened. In 
my experience, it seems very likely that, in order to have a serious spiritual 
life, we must develop a relationship with a religious tradition with whose 
wisdom and history we can be in dialogue. Personal experience is not ade¬ 
quate to introduce us to the widest possibilities of spiritual life. Spiritual life 
is private in the sense that we experience it from the inside, but this is not 
enough. We also need to feel contained from the outside, to be connected 
with a larger spiritual context, a history of spiritual experience we can draw 
on, and some kind of corporate worship. This enhances our sense of the 
divine and the spirit as going beyond our individual egos and helps live out 
the relativization of the ego in forms other than contemplation. To be part 
of a larger religious tradition also fosters humility in the face of the religious 
lives and experiences of others and of a variety of manifestations of the 
divine that are different from one’s own. Humility is a crucial aspect of both 
emotional and spiritual life. 


Dreams 

Dreams play an important part in my work with both clients and spiritual 
directees. In general, when people start working with me, I ask them to 
record their dreams. The dreams in this book are nearly all literal transcrip¬ 
tions of dreams front the dream journals of clients and directees. Where this is 
not the case, they are the dreams of the clients or directees as I have recorded 
them, but this is very unusual. 

I want now to talk about the actual interpretation of dreams. I have listed 
three types of inner work: therapy as counseling, psychodynamic therapy/ 
analysis, and spiritual direction. These correspond to three different ways of 
looking at dreams. It is my sense that nearly all dreams can be interpreted in 
each of the three ways, and all contain several elements. 

First of all, dreams can be existential—that is, they can be about our 
relationship to the world, our world. The characters in the dream may actu¬ 
ally be our husbands, wives, partners, children, and so on, and the dream 
may be about our unconscious ways of being in and seeing these relation¬ 
ships and their significance on our lives. They may contain valuable informa¬ 
tion about our life in the world, things we need to notice but have not 
noticed, aspects of reality that are essential to being in relation to reality and 
living with integrity. 
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Second, dreams can be about our inner worlds. Every part of the dream 
is a part of myself, and the interaction among the elements of the dream is an 
image of the interaction of these elements. This is an important way of inter¬ 
preting dreams in analysis and psychodynamic work, and it is often experi¬ 
enced as deeper than existential work. It offers one of the most important and 
satisfying experiences inner work can offer; the confirmation and validation of 
subjectivity in depth. Many people fully experience themselves as real for the 
first time when they begin to understand their own inner complexity through 
work on their dreams. It gives them a sense of their own depth, of the partial 
quality of consciousness in relation to the unconscious, and of the importance 
of contact with unconscious. This sense of the existence of an inner world 
that is autonomous, not controllable by will and ego, is the beginning of 
inner life as spiritual life. In fact, many people experience this kind of dream 
work as so meaningful and moving that they can come to feel that this new 
relation to subjectivity is spiritual life. It is my guess that people who seem to 
sacralize Jungian psychology are having this new and profound experience of 
inner depths. 

Third, dreams can be about our relation with the divine. This is perhaps 
the most difficult kind of interpretation but it is also the deepest. Some of 
these dreams are intense experiences of numinous imagery that resist any sort 
of analysis. There is nothing more to be said about these dreams, though it 
can be satisfying to represent them in artwork, both because it is intrinsically 
satisfying to express them and because they are important symbols to have in 
our lives. These dreams are perhaps the most familiar versions of dreams 
having to do with the divine. However, there are many other kinds of dreams 
that express aspects of the divine. As in the case of Bruder Klaus, there are 
varieties of affective intensity that are more experience than image. In his 
book The Psychoanalytic Mystic, Michael Eigen discusses Bion’s notion of O 
and Lacan’s notion of jouissance, both experiences rather than images, and 
both the experience of some sort of ultimate otherness which is also life 
giving . 4 From a Jungian perspective, dreams can express important archetypal 
themes, such as the mystical marriage, being guided by wisdom figures, or the 
birth of the divine in the soul. There are dreams that express the difficulty of 
spiritual life and the relationship to the divine, dark dreams that may or may 
not feel numinous, but can be terrifying . 5 There are dreams that have fleeting 
images of the divine, such as angels, that may occur in the midst of existential 
concerns or inner work. These can often be a kind of preview of experiences 
to come. 

One of the most important aspects of doing dream work with clients is 
developing a sense about which of these levels to begin with, since the same 
dream can have different meanings depending on the level selected. The 
deepest work is done through understanding how the dream works at each of 
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these levels. If a client can come to see how the same themes resonate in 
everyday life, psychic life, and relationship with the divine, she or he can 
come as close as a human being can to seeing her or himself as a whole, in all 
of her or his complexity. 

The following example illustrates how dreams work at each of these 
levels, and why it is so important to address each one. It belongs to a former 
client in spiritual direction. Jim is a man in his fifties who, at the time of 
having this dream, had gone through an intensely difficult time in his life. 
This was a vivid and painful dream. 

A Dream of HiunUiation 

I am in prison and I am in torn and ragged clothes. I am in a 
brightly lit, bare room and am forced by the guards to strip and I 
do, feeling more and more humiliated. 

At the existential level, this dream had strong meaning for Jim. He had 
been through a wrenching and adversarial divorce that left him financially 
strapped. He had just experienced a series of business difficulties that had 
resulted in his being unable to get work in his field. He had been wrongly 
accused of fraud, unsupported by his professional association, and left without 
any sense of what to do next. In addition, his second wife, who has a chronic 
illness, had begun to suffer debilitating symptoms after a long period of remis¬ 
sion. His relations with his family of origin had become strained. He felt thor¬ 
oughly stripped and humiliated. 

This dream was also meaningful to him at the inner level. His parents had 
been both proud and envious of him. Both were controlling and tended to 
take credit for his accomplishments. Both used humiliation as a way to con¬ 
trol him. Furthermore, his mother was critical of and disappointed in him 
because of his divorce, of which she disapproved. She made it clear to him 
that she felt he had disgraced his family. He felt this humiliation deeply and 
had internalized his mother’s value system; he hurt and humiliated himself, 
continuing to judge himself by her standards, and thus kept himself in jail. 
Finally, these internalized parents continually berated him for his career diffi¬ 
culties, for which, though there was plenty of evidence to the contrary, he 
continued to blame himself. 

However, the most deeply felt significance for him occurred in the area 
of his relation to the divine. He is a lifelong, devout Christian, and this dream 
occurred on Good Friday. For him, the dream showed that he was walking 
Christ’s path, being stripped for humiliation and crucifixion, with its implica¬ 
tions of resurrection to come. This sense of meaning in his suffering gave him 
hope, and expectation of the possibility of expanded life, which did indeed 
happen for him. He ended by finding more meaningful work, work that he 
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had originally wanted to do but had been persuaded to forego by his ambi¬ 
tious mother, and a much deeper sense of connection to a loving God. 

This dream could have been appropriately interpreted on each of these 
three levels, and each was meaningful to him. But the deepest experienced 
meaning for him occurred when the third level was added. It made him 
view his whole experience of loss and humiliation in a different way, as part 
of his spiritual journey. This dream demonstrates vividly the sharp contrast 
between the point of view of the conscious self and the point of view of the 
divine. From the point of view of the conscious self, the experience of the 
dream is horrible. The setting is horrible, the feelings are horrible, what he is 
forced to do is horrible. In the dream, he is completely in the grip of this 
experience, and this reflected his actual life experience. However, when he 
reflected on the dream, he was able to see it from the standpoint of the 
Self/divine. From that standpoint, his suffering was a prelude to and neces¬ 
sary part of transformation. Many dark dreams have this paradoxical quality: 
they are bad dreams, even nightmares, from the point of view of the con¬ 
scious self, but they put the suffering of the conscious self in a completely 
different context, which transforms the meaning of the dream. This is why 
this third level of meaning is so important. It becomes especially important if 
we think of the origin of dreams. 

One of the most curious features of dream life is its apparent randomness. 
One might suppose that a really efficient unconscious would provide dreams 
by subject matter: dreams about mothers until we have worked these issues 
through, then dreams about fathers, and so on. However, dreams seem either 
not to be in any particular order, or to be in an order which is very difficult 
to discover. If we assume that the Self is the container of the psyche and in 
some sense orders psychic experience, then it seems to make sense to say that 
the Self ultimately determines the subject matter and order of dreams. If this is 
so, then presumably the Self has some purpose that may be discovered in the 
dream. Thus if we do not penetrate to the third level of meaning, we will 
have missed perhaps the ultimate purpose of the dream, the Self s manifesta¬ 
tion. In this case, Jim would have seen his dream as a summing up of his suf¬ 
fering rather than as living out his version of the Christian myth. 

Let us examine another example, one that involves not suffering but 
pleasure, and which was also experienced by the client as meaningful at all 
three levels. Jeanette is a woman in her sixties who has struggled with a 
number of emotional and spiritual issues for some time. This is one of several 
dreams in which she experienced the presence of the divine. 

In the Woodshed 

I am in the woodshed. It is very vivid—I can smell the wood, and 

I like the woodshed and being in it very much. There is a 
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window, and through it I can see a large snow owl perched on a 
fence post, like a sentry. Inside, I see several blond ferret-like 
creatures scamper out from under the wood pile, up the wall, 
and out of the woodshed. Then I notice that there are two baby 
snow owls perched high in the woodshed. The dream occurs in 
daytime, and it has a good feeling. 

This is a dream that works at every level. At the existential level, Jeanette 
felt that the dream was about the end of a relationship that had been painful 
and difficult. She associated the ferrets with her feelings about her former 
partner’s behavior: hiding, scurrying, and finally running away. She also asso¬ 
ciated the ferrets with feeling that her former partner was finally out of her 
life after a long period of ambivalence and grieving. The woodshed is a good 
place for her; she loved the woodshed as child, with the smell of newly cut 
wood, the feeling of coziness and containment. She also associates the wood¬ 
shed with her father, whom she loved dearly; she enjoyed being in the wood¬ 
shed with him when he was cutting wood. Front an existential point of view, 
the dream seems to indicate that she is coming to a better place, perhaps a 
sense of her own life as determined more by her beloved and good-natured 
father rather than her controlling and guilt-wielding mother, it is a place 
where she feels good, and a place that is connected with a happy memory 
from an otherwise rather difficult childhood. She is very responsive to nature, 
and the presence of the owls seems to suggest a sense of being able to be con¬ 
nected with the natural world, part of a whole. 

From the standpoint of inner work, the woodshed seems to offer an 
image of a happier, safer, container, an ego cleansed of disturbing forces (the 
ferrets). The window connecting with the outdoors suggests that this con¬ 
tainer is permeable rather than being cut off from unconscious forces. The 
presence of the owls inside and out suggests the possibility of knowledge, 
wisdom both present in consciousness and also present even more forcefully 
in the larger psyche that contains the ego. 

From the spiritual standpoint, the snow owl seems to be an image of the 
divine. The owl carries the double aspect of both wisdom and death—in 
Greek mythology, the owl is associated with Athena and wisdom, while in 
many other mythologies, it is considered a bird of ill omen and death. In this 
sense it carries the associations of both wisdom and mortality. Jeanette saw the 
owl as a benevolent being, watching over her, and not a warning or a bad 
omen. Since she has been thinking about death, as is appropriate to her stage 
in life, the benevolent owl may be an indication that death is becoming less 
fearful to her, and she will find wisdom before it comes. The presence of the 
baby owls inside the woodshed seems to me to be another indication of the 
presence of the divine. Several pre-Socratic philosophers describe the pres¬ 
ence of the divine in the human being as Pythagoras does: as a piece taken 
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from the larger divine. In the Jewish tradition, human beings are often char¬ 
acterized as having a spark front the larger light of the divine. Both of these 
ways of characterizing our relation to the divine represent us as having a 
smaller bit of a larger divine being. Jeanette has baby owls in her woodshed, 
small “bits” of the larger being who sits watching over the world outside the 
woodshed. The luminous whiteness of the owl seems to emphasize its special¬ 
ness. Jeannette had a sense of the specialness and importance of the owl she 
could see through the window, and a good feeling about the baby owls, her 
own “bit” of the divine. The dream seems to characterize Jeanette’s relation 
to the divine as being close and “homey”—owls in the woodshed, not angels 
in the church. 

It is interesting to note that Jeanette is a lifelong and devout Catholic, but 
the images of the divine in her dreams are not Christian. I have worked with 
a large number of Christians in both my psychotherapy and spiritual direction 
practices, and their dreams are full of images of the natural world and from 
other mythologies, as well as Christian imagery. This imagery is just as mean¬ 
ingful to them as Christian imagery, and it seems likely that the presence of a 
great many images of the natural world is a kind of compensation for the 
limits of some traditional Christian attitudes towards nature. This does not 
apply only to Christianity. Any tradition to which we commit ourselves has 
limits, and the unconscious will work to supplement the conscious imagery 
that is so meaningful to us with other images of the divine to enrich our spir¬ 
itual lives. Any religious tradition has specific ways of envisioning God that by 
no means exhaust the possibilities, and, as James Hall points out in his book 
The Unconscious Christian, the religious function in the psyche will choose 
whatever imagery meets the requirements of the psyche . 6 To put it another 
way, the divine will appear in the form that is most meaningful to the 
dreamer not just at a conscious level, but at the level of the whole psyche. 

These dreams each illustrate the importance of addressing all three levels 
of meaning. By understanding the dreams in terms of our personal and lived 
life, we bring the activities of the divine into our lives at the experiential level 
rather than seeing the divine as something that is exclusively transcendent and 
“above” us. What is also interesting about these dreams is the variety of sym¬ 
bolism, though the dreamers have similar conscious religious commitments: 
one is an Anglican, the other a Catholic. One dreams of himself walking 
Christ’s path of suffering and humiliation as he deals with the difficulties of 
his life, the other experiences the divine as a natural force of great beauty and 
power, watching over her as she struggles with a relationship and the past. 
Both experienced these dreams as enhancing the meaning of their lived expe¬ 
rience, giving suffering significance, and giving both the sense that, though 
they struggled and suffered, God was not absent but participating. Lionel 
Corbett points out that the experience of the divine often enters our lives 
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through the damaged parts of ourselves, because in these areas of the psyche, 
the border between conscious and unconscious is thinner . 7 In both of these 
instances, the dreamers experienced the divine in the context of challenging 
life situations, the kinds of situations described by Jaspers as boundary situa¬ 
tions. Both experienced struggle, suffering and their own historicity in the 
sense of coming from particular families of origin. Both experienced guilt, 
loss, and disappointment, and both experienced increased energy, and a 
change in viewpoint and ways of being with the difficulties in their lives. 
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4 

Dreams of Help, 
Comfort, and 
New Life 


In the last chapter, we saw that dreams about the divine can give mean¬ 
ing to experiences in waking life, especially experiences of suffering. In both 
of the dreams cited, suffering has taken place and the dreamers are offered a 
different context for their suffering. There are other ways in which the pres¬ 
ence of the divine can be called forth by suffering. These are dreams in which 
healing takes place, and in which a personal relation to the divine is experi¬ 
enced as part of that healing. By “healing" I mean both comfort and change 
for the better. These dreams are dreams of comfort, and offer the healing that 
can take place through divine comfort. Dreams of comfort present us with 
images of the divine that speak directly in a comforting way to our suffering. 
They represent perhaps the most accessible and nonthreatening way of being 
in contact with the divine. They often occur when the dreamer has been 
undergoing an extended period of suffering and is feeling not only the 
absence of human comfort, but also a sense of the absence of the divine. They 
often come to the desperate. When I was collecting dreams for this book, by 
far the greatest number of dreams I found fell into the categories of dreams of 
help, comfort, and the breaking through of new life. When we think of 
Jaspers’s description of boundary situations, it seems uncontroversial to say 
that life is tough. It is tough just having to contend with the difficulties raised 
by the basic situations of life that are part of our historicity: suffering, guilt, 
death, struggle, disappointment, and loss are in themselves stressful, in addi¬ 
tion to specific situations of pain and difficulty. There are enough of these sit¬ 
uations in life that all the resources that the psyche can offer are called for, 
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and one way these resources can be accessed is through dreams. In this 
straightforward way, we are offered nourishment by the divine: comfort and 
help when it is needed, renewal when our old lives are passing away. Not all 
of these dreams are unambiguously positive. Some of them contain sorrow, 
loss, and doubt as well as comfort, but all of them are predominantly comfort¬ 
ing, helpful, and enlivening. 

The following dream belongs to Heather, a client in spiritual direction 
who had undergone a long period of intense suffering, many times coming 
close to despair. Her family of origin was callous and critical, and her husband 
had recently committed suicide, leaving her with a small child. Her husband’s 
suicide was completely unexpected, and she felt the only thing that had saved 
her from completely breaking down was the comfort of her church commu¬ 
nity. She had only recently joined the community and, for the first time in 
her life, she was surrounded by willing and compassionate support. But 
though this was helpful to her, she was still suffering terribly. Her husband’s 
family blamed her for his suicide (though there was no realistic reason for 
them to do so), her child was devastated, and she was desperately lonely. The 
marriage had been an unhappy one, and she blamed herself (though again, 
there was no realistic reason for her to do so). Though surrounded by com¬ 
fort on the outside, because of her cold and critical family she had no inter¬ 
nalized sources of comfort and support. During this time, she had the 
following dream. 


God as Comforter 

I dreamed that I was sad and alone, and God said to me, cover 
yourself with this coverlet and you will be comforted. The cover¬ 
let was like a brocade still life, covered in rich tapestry of fruit 
and flowers, very dark and rich, and it made me warm and com¬ 
forted at once. 

In one sense, the meaning of this dream is obvious. Heather needed 
comfort and comfort came from what she experienced as a transcendent 
source. But the meaning of the dream is deeper. One of the characteristics of 
Heather’s family, her childhood relationship to God, and of her marriage was 
nonresponsiveness. In her family, she tried as hard as she could to please her 
parents, but nothing worked. She was extremely devout as a child, bicycling 
every Sunday morning to church which was a long way away, all by herself. 
God did not save her from her parents. Her husband was remorselessly cold 
and critical, never ceasing to remark on her shortcomings. It is important to 
add that she never stopped trying: she kept trying to please her family, God, 
her husband. She worked hard in her life in the world, had an advanced 
degree, a good job, and was published in several scholarly publications. In this 
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dream. Heather asks God for comfort and it comes immediately, covered 
with symbols of richness and bounty. This is exactly what she needed as heal¬ 
ing for her life’s difficulties. Richness and bounty in her relationship with 
God, richness and bounty in her relationship with others, appreciation for her 
many gifts. Interestingly, not long after this, she met someone who fell deeply 
in love with her and admired her particularly for the qualities that were 
unique to her: her mind, her wonderful sense of humor, her love of life in 
spite of adversity. Her child recovered and began to thrive and her life 
became indeed tilled with bounty. We can see that this dream has a number 
of features: it is, in itself, comforting. It holds the image of comfort to come. 
It suggests that comfort is available by asking. Heather is finally allowed to lie 
down and stop trying so hard. It demonstrates many of the features of rela¬ 
tionship with God that appear in every major religious tradition. The divine 
is dependable, comforting, and upholding. We don’t have to do it all, God 
will provide. God is responsive. It also calls to mind images from the New 
Testament about unnecessary anxiety . 1 This was quite new for Heather. It 
contradicted her ego-based picture of the world, replacing it with an image 
from the Selfs standpoint. From the Selfs standpoint, comfort and bounty 
were both available. It is important to note that what Heather needed from 
the Self was a sense of being supported. From the ego’s point of view, her 
difficulties were not around too much ego strength and confidence, but not 
enough. Her sense of herself had become very eroded, and the Self supple¬ 
mented it. 

All the features of the dream I’ve mentioned so far fall into the category 
of positive qualities. There is fulfillment of the ego’s desire for comfort, there 
is possibility in the symbols of richness and plenty, there is a positive relation 
between the ego and the Self in that the Self is responsive to the ego’s needs. 
However, in every dream, if only by implication, there is a darker side. I will 
specifically mention the darker sides of these healing dreams because they are 
often not attended to as they are in other dreams. The darker side of this 
dream is presented through the very images of comfort. If Heather is not able 
to use the Selfs nourishment to help her regain ego strength, and move out 
of a longing for comfort from God and into a relation in which she is able to 
submit her ego to the difficulties a relation with the divine creates—if she 
cannot move from lying down to standing up—she will not grow spiritually. 
This dream is a dream of Heather as God’s child. Many people get stuck here 
in their desire for comfort and parenting, and are unable to continue the spir¬ 
itual path when it becomes more difficult and painful, which it inevitably 
does. A sense of God as the source of comfort and bounty can be a distraction 
from the fact that a relation to God or Self challenges the realities and priori¬ 
ties of the ego and ultimately restructures them so that they are sometimes 
radically different from their original forms. “Home truths’’ that seemed 
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unchangeable can be turned upside down. Unless one is willing to submit to 
this, spiritual life will not progress. If we are lucky, the experience of submis¬ 
sion can also be an experience of relief, finally acknowledging that what we 
suspected is true: the ego is not in charge and is not meant to be in charge. 

This next dream is a dream of comfort of a different kind. The dreamer 
is not suffering deeply, but is dealing with a problem she doesn’t know how 
to solve. The dreamer is a child of about seven. She is not a client, but a 
member of my extended family. She comes from a solid Southern Baptist 
background, with parents who are kind but who have set strongly defined 
behavioral and moral standards for their children and themselves. Her 
mother, by her own admission, was especially fussy about untidiness. This is 
Leslie’s dream. 


Jesus Visits 

There is a knock at the door. I open the door, and Jesus is 
standing there. He says, “Can I come in?” I say, “No, it’s too 
messy.” Jesus says, “Don't worry, I’ll help you clean up.” 

The setting of this dream seems almost certainly to be drawn from scrip¬ 
ture. The passage from Matthew, was already familiar to Leslie because it was 
a favorite in the church she attended: “Ask, and it will be given to you: seek, 
and you will find; knock, and it will be opened. For everyone who asks 
receives; and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks it will be opened .’’ 2 

From this standpoint, it’s worth noticing that it’s Jesus who knocks and 
Leslie who opens the door. It is, spiritually, the other shoe dropping. We seek 
Jesus and Jesus also seeks us. There’s also a reversal in their interchange: Leslie 
doesn’t ask Jesus for anything; rather, Jesus asks if he can come in. It seems to 
demonstrate Leslie's fundamental understanding of our relationship to the 
divine: we seek God, but God also seeks us. But most importantly, for Leslie, 
the being that she had been taught to regard as her Lord and Savior, who died 
for humanity as the ultimate sacrifice, was also, unlike her mother in some 
experiences she had had, not annoyed by messiness while at the same time 
acknowledging it as a problem. He didn’t reproach her, but at the same time, 
he wasn’t indifferent. He didn’t disagree with her mother’s standards; he 
seemed to agree with her that messiness required some change, and he offered 
to help her himself. For Leslie, the divine is a kind, nonjudgmental helper 
who will help her live up to the standards she has internalized, the divine is 
the ideal strengthener of a child’s ego, and perhaps a supplementary role 
model to the one she already has. If Jesus didn’t find messiness terribly upset¬ 
ting, maybe it wasn’t the worst thing in the world. At the same time, he 
didn’t tell her it didn’t matter, which would have been very much at odds 
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with her experience of her mother, whom she loved, admired, and saw as a 
role model. Jesus offered to help her with fulfilling a parental demand that she 
experienced as a bit beyond her, allowing her to feel that, even if she couldn’t 
quite do what was required, it wasn’t hopeless and it needn’t cut her off from 
love and connection. It might also have reassured her that it was a small fail¬ 
ure and not a sin. Children sometimes have difficulty in making that distinc¬ 
tion. The most loving, understanding, knowing, and powerful being in the 
universe was on her side, and affirmed and would help her meet the standards 
of the person she loved and most wanted to please in her world. This is a 
comforting relation between spiritual and family authority when a child feels 
loved, as Leslie did. 


The next dream is also a dream of comfort. This dream belongs to Jane, a 
client from my private practice. She is a member of the clergy, and at the 
time she had the dream, she was recently widowed, her father had died, and 
two close friends had been killed in an accident, all in the course of a month. 
Immediately before this series of disasters, her troubled teenaged daughter had 
become pregnant and had an abortion, then had fallen in love with a young 
man whom Jane thought was a decent person and would be kind to her 
daughter. This young man was then killed in an accident. Tragedy seemed to 
surround Jane, and even though her faith was deep, she was profoundly grief 
stricken, angry, and sorrowful. She was also in the awkward position of being 
the person who, in her small parish, had always been a comforter to others. 
Now she herself needed comfort, but the members of her parish were not 
sufficiently able to see her as a human being in order to treat her as a person 
in need of solace. She was depressed, wretched, and desperate, and her life 
energy seemed to me to be dangerously low. During this period, she had the 
following dream. 


God as Lover of My Soul 

I was in St. James' Church. I knew that in the dream, 
although the place didn’t look at all like that church. I was sitting 
on the chancel platform outside the altar rail with a man. He was 
slim, dark haired, and attractive. I thought of him as a priest. I 
found being near him felt very good, but I had an inner expecta¬ 
tion that he would be busy and would find something else he 
needed to do more than being with me. But he stayed with me. 
We had a conversation which I don't recall very clearly. It was 
related to the texts of prayers in the prayer book. I was finding 
some of them good, a bit to my surprise, and when I found that 
some of them were not very helpful he (to my surprise because 
of the context) would ruefully agree with me. 
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I was not especially attentive to the conversation because I 
was more concerned with the sensation of being near him and 
the fact that he wasn’t bored or distracted. He seemed to have 
nothing more important to do and he seemed to want to be with 
me. We sat hip to hip and as we spoke he put his arm around 
me. It was not the action of a lover but of a friend or relative. Still 
I flinched thinking that he would be repelled by the flabbiness of 
my fifty-year-old body. Somehow I knew that what he felt was 
young, firm flesh and I realized that when he looked at me that 
was what he saw even though I was still a mature fifty year old. I 
wondered at this and I realized that when he looked at me he 
saw only what was good in me and that he loved me and 
enjoyed my presence. At one point a young pregnant woman 
came and knelt on the step and prayed. I expected him to leave 
me and go to her but he didn’t. He didn’t ignore her but she was 
not more important than me (or less important). I was full of 
wonder and joy. 

I dreamed that I woke from my dream and I woke very 
slowly. My hands were beneath the blankets (still in my dream). I 
found I was clutching the hands of my late husband. He was irri¬ 
tated, though not seriously, and I soothed his irritation. Then I 
woke from my dream and the first words I thought were, “Was 
that you, God?” 

Again, at least one meaning of this dream is obvious. Jane was desperately 
in need of love and attention, especially love and attention that didn’t go 
away. Not only had she just experienced a number of painful losses, her role 
in her family of origin was the caretaker. Her mother was an odd, hostile, 
withdrawn woman who took no pleasure in her children and paid little atten¬ 
tion to them. The household tasks and care of the younger children had fallen 
to Jane. When she was small, she was close to her father. But as she grew 
older and he grew more unhappy, he withdrew from her as well. In addition, 
she had had so much sorrow that she was beginning to feel that God had 
abandoned her. Thus the experience of someone who is loving and not dis— 
tractable or anxious to get away is particularly important to her. Notice the 
detail of the appearance of the young pregnant woman who is neither more 
nor less important than she is. From the standpoint of external life, God is 
able to pay attention to us all without any diminution of love. From the 
internal standpoint, God/the Self is able to love both Jane as she is now and 
the potential in Jane, symbolized by the pregnant woman. God also sees Jane 
as she wishes to be seen. Even though Jane is realistic about her age and 
appearance, there is something about her that is still young and firm, her spirit 
of life. This is what has enabled her to endure the tragedies in her life without 
breaking down. I suspect that there is also encouragement here from God that 
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she is still attractive, that her life as a woman is not over even though her hus¬ 
band has died. And finally, there is a clear representation of her holding on to 
her husband, and his sense that this is inappropriate. He is irritated with her, 
though not deeply irritated. It is natural that she should grieve and hold on, 
but it’s time to stop. She is able to soothe him, though she does not say how. 
Perhaps the sense that she can again depend on God indicates that she will be 
able to let go of her husband. 

The dark side of this dream is, again, contained in the very comfort it 
brings. Jane has sought comfort for her loneliness through relationships with 
men. Her relationship with her husband was a happy one. He was an older 
man who encouraged and supported her in her dreams for her life. He made it 
possible for her to attend seminary and introduced her to a large circle of 
friends. In him she found the beloved father who had emotionally withdrawn 
from her, the nurturing mother, and the lover. His death deprived her of what 
had healed some of her early wounds. This vision of God is very much along 
the same lines. God is an attractive young man, and her relation with God is a 
relation of comfort and emotional attachment. On the positive side, from a 
spiritual point of view this is what she has been seeking all along. As it is for all 
of us, the longing for the perfect love of a partner is also the longing for God. 
In her dream, she finally gets what she wanted. However, like Heather, she 
will need to move on from this image of relationship with God. This is an 
anthropomorphic image of God, common not only to Christians but to people 
from other religious traditions, in which God is represented in human terms 
with human qualities. The urgent need for relationship with others is the need 
of the ego, not the Self. A long tradition of religious solitaries and hermits 
attests to the fact that oneness with the divine allows us to let go of this as an 
urgent need, and if we think of Meister Eckhart, oneness with the divine can 
remove the divine completely from human form and the possibility of human 
attachment . 3 While I do not wish to enter into the argument about whether 
apophatic spirituality is superior to cataphatic spirituality, it is important not to 
require the divine to come in one particular form, or in a form at all. 

The following dream belongs to Eleanor, an Anglican priest who was in 
her seventies when she had the dream. At the time of the dream she was suf¬ 
fering from a serious heart condition and expected to die at any time. She has 
since done so. The setting of the dream has two important features: she was 
very ill and expected to die, and her spiritual director, to whom she felt a 
very close connection, was also ill and unable to see her. 

God in Christ 

There was crowd of all kinds of people. Every ethnic group 
you can think of. Christ seemed to rise from behind and came 
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toward me above the crowd. He moved without walking. He had 
the face of one of the icons that was displayed in the course on 
icons given at the cathedral. He was dressed in brown in con¬ 
temporary clothes, and had on a plain brown tie and a brown 
suit. His face was like the icon: a black trimmed beard, black 
hair, dark eyes. He didn’t reach out his hand for me to take; I 
thought he would, but he didn’t. Right after the dream, he was 
always with me even in waking life. Now, since my spiritual direc¬ 
tor has recovered and I can see her again, he comes and goes. 

The first feature of this dream is its familiarity. This a dream about the 
divine we can recognize. If we think of even numinous dreams as compen¬ 
satory, we might want to ask why this woman, whose life has been given to 
the practice of Christianity, is dreaming about Jesus. We might expect her 
unconscious to send her some image that would supplement her familiar con¬ 
scious beliefs. I think this dream is worth our attention because some Jungians 
seem to feel that participation in a religious tradition stifles spiritual experience. 
Jung himself had major personal and theoretical issues with Christianity that 
inspired and informed his work. However, for many, Christianity continues to 
be an extremely vibrant and meaningful religious tradition, a tradition to 
which people have an experiential relation as well as a relationship of belief. 
Jesus was a major figure in this woman’s spiritual life; he had appeared to her 
in various forms throughout her life. In this instance, the appearance of Jesus is 
meaningful in a variety of ways. First of all, this is a reassuring dream about the 
coming end of her relationship to the world as she knows it. Eleanor realized 
she could die at any minute, and knowing that Jesus was closer was reassuring 
for her. This is meaning on the existential level. The dream helps her to deal 
with the nearness and inevitability of death. Then there is his rising from a 
crowd of people of every ethnic background. This seems to be an image of 
both universality from the existential point of view, and of her whole self from 
the standpoint of inner life. This Jesus is everyone’s Jesus as well as hers, her 
whole seifs Jesus as well as her ego’s. This Jesus may also be an image of the 
Self, the spiritual and organizing center of the psyche, surrounded by all the 
elements of the psyche. Because she is approaching death, it seems possible that 
another implication of the group is that she is about to join the mass of souls 
who have gone before. It also suggests an opening of her heart with an image 
that is familiar to anyone who lives in Vancouver. Vancouver has possibly the 
richest ethnic mix of any city in North America. It is a condition of our lives 
in Vancouver that we constantly come into contact with people very different 
front ourselves. Eleanor comes from a white, upper-class English background. 
The fact that Jesus comes from behind the crowd may also suggest that Jesus is 
found through the love of our fellow human beings, no matter what their 
ethnic background. 
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The image of Jesus is both old and modern. Though his face resembles 
the face of an early Christian icon, he is dressed in contemporary clothes: he 
is both old and new, both human and divine. He wears contemporary 
clothes, but he floats above the crowd. Interestingly, the dream also contains 
some disappointment: Eleanor expects him to take her hand, but he does not. 
His image stays with her, but they do not touch. I asked her if she thought it 
might be because, though she believed she would die imminently, she did 
not. Perhaps Christ grasping her hand would have meant to her that he was 
leading her out of human life. She agreed that this was a strong possibility. 
This interpretation would also reinforce the idea that the large number of 
ethnically mixed people represent souls that have moved on. But even though 
they do not touch, Christ is present for her. 

What part did this dream play in her spiritual life? I suggest the dream 
had two functions. First of all, it is a reassuring dream. Though she seemed to 
accept her own impending death, no doubt she also had some misgivings. 
The dream offered her a direct experience of Christ as opposed to a theoreti¬ 
cal belief in the afterlife, something that no one can have a direct experience 
of. The second was the beginning of the resolution of a powerful archetypal 
transference to her spiritual director. Eleanor’s spiritual life had been consider¬ 
ably enriched by spiritual direction; it had allowed her to resolve a number of 
spiritual issues and experience the presence of the divine much more deeply. 
As a result, she had developed a strong archetypal transference to her spiritual 
director and to the Cathedral Centre for Spiritual Direction itself. The illness 
of her spiritual director allowed her to begin to shift her devotion away from 
her spiritual director towards its appropriate object. When her spiritual direc¬ 
tor recovered, she no longer experienced Christ as constantly present; clearly 
the projections that constituted the transference were not yet completely 
withdrawn. She seemed to be in a transitional state. Perhaps this was one 
reason for this dream, whose compensatory quality is not entirely obvious for 
a member of the Christian clergy: her love of God was at that time also partly 
transference to another human being, which needed to be resolved. This leads 
us to another feature of this dream, which it shares with all dreams about the 
divine: it contains the shadow side of the relationship with the divine, the 
part that is likely to be problematic. Jesus does not reach out to Eleanor and 
Eleanor does not reach out to him. Eleanor’s spiritual life may have contained 
a passive element with respect to her relationship with the divine. Perhaps she 
had difficulty in reaching out to Jesus, which was partially resolved through 
her relationship with her spiritual director. It is also possible that this was an 
ongoing difficulty, an emotional as well as a spiritual holding-back. 

Here are two other dreams that brought comfort, but also went beyond 
comfort to something new and a change in the relation of ego to Self. In 
these dreams, the dreamer has transforming experiences that are also healing. 
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These dreams belong to Laura, a woman who has had a painful and difficult 
life with many losses, and who had recently undergone a long and serious ill¬ 
ness. The following account includes both the dreams and Laura’s commen¬ 
tary on her dreams. 


Renewal in Christ: Encounters 

I was living with my nine-year-old daughter in a graceful 
Victorian house. I saw a young boy in nineteenth-century cloth¬ 
ing standing in a doorway, smiling at me; then he turned and dis¬ 
appeared. I asked my daughter about him, and she said that he 
was a ghost. In fact, she had seen many ghosts in the house. I 
looked up and saw the ghosts, too—some were frightening, 
ragged-looking wraiths. I took my daughter by the hand and we 
ran out into the garden. 

There we found a beautiful young man (who looked like a 
serene Kurt Cobain) sitting with his back against a low stone 
wall. He explained that my daughter and I were also ghosts. I 
suddenly knew that this was my home, and my daughter and I 
could live in the house with the young man. We would be a 
family. 

Just then, my ex-lover came walking up the path. I chose to 
take on the form of a mildewed apparition to frighten him away. I 
was both inside myself and watching the dream like a movie, so I 
shocked myself awake. 

As a person who has always been profoundly horrified by the thought of ghosts, 
I am surprised by my lack of terror in this dream. I felt uneasy inside the ghost 
house, but in the garden with the young man, I felt something more like awe. I 
experienced an expansion of my world—one where the ghostly realm was included . 4 
Along with my bewildermen t was a growing sense of excitemen t: there was a whole 
new world to explore. And in that world I had a husband and my daughter had a 
father. I had a profound feeling of belonging. That same night I dreamt: 

I was swimming in a small reedy pond. I noticed a gap in 
the bulrushes that was almost like a door or gate. I peeked 
through the opening. 

On the other side was a huge, placid lake I hadn’t known 
was there. An enormous black fish came swimming toward me, 
looming larger and larger. It was definitely a fish, but it was so 
huge it swam with its body half way out of the water, like a child’s 
drawing of a whale. 

I pulled back, but the fish was coming so quickly, I had no 
time to do anything. The fish came through the “doorway" and 
swam up to me and around me. I looked up at it, filled with a 
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powerful feeling of awe. As before, I felt a breathtaking fear more 
akin to excitement than menace. The black fish was simply an 
overwhelming presence. 

I believe these two “companion” dreams have the same theme, and that the 
second illuminates the first. The “black fish” is a Christian symbol for me, repre¬ 
senting the (dark, unknowable) mystery that is Christ. I believe that the young 
man in the garden (Kurt Cobain—that volatile fusion of creativity and suffering) 
is also Jesus. 

In both dreams, I encounter a realm beyond what is known to me—a place of 
spirit where I am welcomed, even sought after—a world I am meant to inhabit. 

Laura and I have worked together for many years, and her life has been 
exceptionally difficult. She has a history of painful, conflicted, and generally 
unsatisfying relationships, beginning with her parents. She is a single parent, 
and is recovering from a long illness complicated by depression. One of 
Laura’s coping mechanisms throughout her life has been making massive 
efforts to get things to go well. This includes her relationships, where she 
assumed responsibility for making her partner happy, and work, where her 
willingness to work extremely hard in order to feel like part of the company 
“family” was exploited to the point where she finally had to take sick leave 
because she was so exhausted. After she did so, it was discovered that she has 
an immune disorder that is potentially serious. She is now on disability, and is 
retraining for another, less stressful job. 

Laura's capacity for effort has worked both for and against her. The ways 
in which it has worked against her I have mentioned above. The ways in 
which it has worked for her are now beginning to emerge more clearly. 
While it is true that her persistence kept her in relationships and job situations 
that harmed her, it is also true that she was able to look for help until she 
found it. She has worked hard in therapy, and she has sought and found help 
when things between her and her daughter were not going well. She energet¬ 
ically looked for some kind of work that she could do, even though she never 
feels really well and it would be possible for her to remain on disability for the 
rest of her life. Her religious background is Catholic, but the Catholic 
Church was never a good fit for her. Her overdeveloped sense of personal 
responsibility combined with her religious instruction to make her feel guilty 
all the time about virtually everything, which kept her trying harder and 
harder. Nevertheless, she did not give up on having a spiritual life, or even on 
Christianity. She kept trying until she found a church in which she felt com¬ 
fortable, and there her spiritual life blossomed. One of Laura's most significant 
areas of growth has been the development of a sense of balance: along with 
her capacity to keep trying until she finds what she needs, she has developed 
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the ability to trust that life can bring her what she wants and needs without 
her having to try all the time. Both of these dreams involve discovery rather 
than effort: she finds herself in the house of ghosts, she discovers the placid 
lake where the black fish lives. In order to do this, Laura first had to push her¬ 
self to her limits, to finally discover that trying didn’t work and she was liter¬ 
ally unable to try any harder. Illness prevented her from continuing to drive 
herself to meet the unreasonable demands made on her at work, and her last 
relationship was so chaotic, demanding, and draining that she found it impos¬ 
sible to go on. Finally, she was able to give up. Now, having been virtually 
incapacitated for more than two years, feeling that there might be nothing for 
her in life, she has begun to reemerge from this painful period of her life, and 
as well from the darkness emanating from her depressed, angry, and demand¬ 
ing parents that surrounded her from childhood and which she had internal¬ 
ized. She is reentering life, not as the flawed-feeling little girl who was never 
good enough, but as her real self. This is the first time in her life she has been 
without a relationship with a partner, but she feels that has enabled her to 
deepen her relationship with her daughter. She is and always will be a hard 
worker, but she takes care of herself and respects her own limits. She has 
experienced a spiritual renewal, enjoying and appreciating life as never before, 
and able to trust in God to bring her what she needs. Remembering 
Corbett’s view that the divine enters the psyche through the most wounded 
place, the divine entered Laura’s psyche through a nearly complete collapse, 
when she had to admit that, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t force 
anyone to love her or her employers to appreciate her. I have worked with 
many clients who have experienced spiritual growth through difficulties in 
life, but Laura stands out both from the standpoint of how much she has lost, 
and how radically she has been transformed. Her life is an especially vivid 
example of two of Jesus’s descriptions of the spiritual life: 

Anyone who wants to be a follower of mine must renounce self; 
he must take up his cross and follow me. Whoever wants to save his life 
will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and for the gospel’s 
will save it. What does anyone gain by winning the whole world at the 
cost of his life? What can he give to buy his life back ? 5 

So I say to you, ask, and you will receive; seek, and you will find; 
knock, and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks 
receives, those who seek find, and to those who knock, the door will 
be opened . 6 

These passages from the New Testament describe two important aspects 
of spiritual life. First, there is the necessity of loss. We must give up on the 
ego’s version of life in order to flourish spiritually, to have new life. At first 
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Laura was profoundly unwilling to give up. She tried and tried until she was 
both physically ravaged and emotionally desperate. She was finally forced to 
give up because she couldn’t go on as she was. When she did give up, she 
became much more open to the life of the spirit, and rediscovered her 
Christianity through connecting it with the inner life and real spiritual experi¬ 
ences. As a result of this, she is emerging as her true self, and not the anxious- 
to-please, self-disregarding person she was forced into becoming as a child. 

Second, it is important to persist. In order that a door be opened, we 
must knock. I have always thought that the apparently cynical saying “God 
helps those who help themselves” actually contains an important insight into 
spiritual and even everyday life. Unless we make some sort of effort, nothing 
happens. In spiritual life, we must make an effort to connect with the divine 
through spiritual practice and seeking a religious community. In everyday life, 
we must look for possibilities, actively engage in life. Whatever our relation 
to the divine, the divine will not live our lives for us. However, if we are 
active in our own lives without insisting on the ego’s point of view, help will 
come from a deeper source. This is just what happened to Laura. I have 
known few people, either as clients or as friends, who have tried to improve 
their lives as much as Laura has. Once she could face reality, understanding 
what was worth trying for and what wasn’t, her ability to make a great deal of 
effort stopped being dangerous to her and instead became an important aspect 
of a strong character. She had always had what I would call a good character: 
she was and is kind, benevolent, brave, loyal, and truthful. Now her ability to 
exercise self-discipline and make efforts has enabled her to engage with life in 
a discerning way, discovering both what makes her happy and her authentic 
relation to the divine. The same day she told me the two dreams above, she 
told me this is the happiest she has ever been. 

The last dream belong to Sean, an experienced and well-respected thera¬ 
pist who also has an active and long-standing spiritual life involving the prac¬ 
tice of meditation. He has experienced some health and family difficulties in 
his life in recent years but has been able to deal with them, and throughout 
them has had a regular spiritual practice and worked with his dreams. 
Recently he had the following dream. His own comments follow. 

Flying Fish 

I am in some semi-tropical place where a river flows into the 
ocean. It is a beautiful warm, sunny day. I am walking along a 
road by the river and notice huge fish in the crystal clear water. 

Some seem to be squid and then later I see manta rays. They 
are fascinating and beautiful. Along the shoreline of the ocean, 
someone points out the water rippling as thousand of little fish 
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swarm. All of a sudden they start flying out of the water—they are 
little sailfish. One of them, however, turns out to be huge; it is 
multicolored and after leaping high out of the water it lands near 
me so I get a good look at it. I am going to meet some people 
and can’t wait to tell them what I’ve seen. I also feel sorry for 
them that they’ve missed it. 

The dream was extremely vivid, in “technicolor” and had a magical quality. I 
was filled with a sense of how special the world is; its beauty can be unexpected 
and breathtaking. There was also a transcendent quality. I didn’t have to do any¬ 
thing in the dream; everything just unfolded in front of me. I practice meditation 
and the dream seemed to capture the experience of really being present. 

This beautiful imagery suggests that Sean is witnessing the place where 
the ego meets the Self, “where a river flows into the ocean.” He is able to see 
into the divine, but in a special way; he can see both the beauty of the world 
and the beauty of the divine. Though the presence of fish often suggest a 
sense of depth, there is not so much a sense of depth here as a sense of near¬ 
ness, of transparency. The divine is near, is here close to us. The flying fish 
leaps out of the water right in front of Sean, he walking right by the river, 
and everything unfolds before him. He doesn’t have to do anything. There is 
a strong sense of grace, of the revelation of the beauty and wonder of the 
world. There is also a strong sense, as he says, of presence. Everything is full 
of being. Fish, which are usually invisible in the depths, are fully visible on 
the surface and even in the air. There are many kinds; they are colorful, fasci¬ 
nating, and beautiful. They can swim and they can fly. They have all sorts of 
shapes. There’s a sense of bounty. To put it in psychic terms, a multiplicity of 
divine beings is flying up from the unconscious; it’s an image of mystical 
experience that is not anthropomorphic, yet it’s still cataphatic. As well, 
there’s an angelic quality to these fish yet they’re still fish. We need neither 
eliminate nature and move to the void, nor do we need to turn nature into 
something other than itself to experience the divine. 

Sean’s dream seems to be a dream of Being, cataphatic rather than 
apophatic , 7 nevertheless Being. It demands nothing, yet it gives everything. 
The experience is transcendent, the beauty is breathtaking. Perhaps the flying 
fish is the Self glimpsed for just a moment in its divine play. No wonder Sean 
feels sorry for those who missed it! 

Looking at the dreams in this chapter, some themes emerge. Heather’s 
and Jane’s dreams represent healing as healing of the ego, or the concerns of 
the conscious self. Both of these women had experienced so much suffering 
that their conscious sense of self was in serious danger of collapse. These very 
positive experiences of the divine brought with them an increased sense of 
strength and life that endured. Heather bought a comforter that resembled 
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the one in her dream, making the divine a constant presence in her waking 
life. Jane was able to let go of her husband and move into new life. Though 
both of these women continued to struggle with life’s difficulties, neither felt 
so alone. 

A healthy ego plays an important part in spiritual life. We need a strong 
but not rigid ego to support us through the inevitable trials of life and the 
inner turbulence that invariably accompanies emotional and spiritual growth. 
While it is true that, ultimately, the ego-Self axis or relationship with the 
divine requires the ego to give up its supremacy, it also makes the ego 
stronger and more flexible. The ego is no longer in competition with Self for 
control, but can be sustained and nourished (as well as challenged) by the Self. 
The relation of ego and Self is curiously like our relation to other people. 
One of the greatest anxieties I have encountered in clients is the anxiety that, 
if the divine should actually be experienced, the person who has such experi¬ 
ences will go mad, become depersonalized, split off from reality, and never 
successfully find her or his way back. People who feel these anxieties most 
profoundly are those whose relations with their parents and other caregivers 
have been coercive and controlling. There is a strong correlation between our 
original experiences of care and our expectations of the divine. These anxi¬ 
eties are not limited to inrushes of the divine during meditation, contempla¬ 
tion, and/or prayer. They also gather around everyday experience of the 
divine; people who feel these anxieties do not trust their own intuitions and 
ideas that “just come to them,’’ do not have confidence in their own ability 
to manage life’s difficulties (referring to Jung’s notion of the divine as “any¬ 
thing that gets in my way”), and often have very cynical attitudes towards any 
form of organized religion. 

Eleanor was at a very different point in her life. She was about to leave a 
long and eventful life, and she needed reassurance that the faith that had 
meant so much to her was real, that she really could trust Jesus and forget 
about her somewhat rigid upbringing and her fear of death, and finally trans¬ 
fer her love of her spiritual director, whom she would have to leave behind, 
to God. The dream does not entirely answer these questions. Eleanor and 
Jesus do not touch, yet there is a strong sense of connection. Eleanor seems 
prepared to love her fellow human beings as Jesus did, and she seems able to 
experience Jesus as a part of life—a man in a suit, not an idealized being in a 
white robe and a halo. The dream meant a great deal to Eleanor, and soon 
after she died at peace. 

Laura’s dreams are not about the healing of the ego, though that has been 
one effect of her work. The dreams are about discovering the reality of the 
divine and the expansive effect this has on our sense of both the realities and 
possibilities of life. Laura discovered a whole other world that she had previ¬ 
ously feared. I suspect the frightening aspect of the spirits comes from the 
frightening, depriving picture of spiritual life she developed from the grim 
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version of Catholicism she learned as a child. This spirit world 7 is a world 
where she can have what she needs, including a husband and a father for her 
daughter. Christ, in the guise of Kurt Cobain, is the companion she’s always 
wanted. She recognizes her heart’s desire, and even drives away an ex-lover, 
who in real life was both selfish and callous. He may also represent a whole 
way of life she’s rejecting—trying to please men, giving them an infinite 
number of chances, overriding her own sorrow to cling to relationships that 
weren’t working. In the dream about the fish, she begins by swimming in a 
pond and discovers both a large lake she didn’t know was there and a beauti¬ 
ful, mysterious, and awe-inspiring fish, an ancient Christian symbol. She is 
part of a much bigger world than the small pond of her ego’s point of view. 
The fish shows her another aspect of the spiritual life: not only is the divine 
present in a recognizable human being, it also has other forms of existence, 
less familiar and domestic. It is large, it is black, it comes from the depths. 
However, she is not frightened or in any way put off by this more impersonal 
representation of the divine. She experiences awe and wonder, and these feel¬ 
ings have stayed with her. These are truly dreams of spiritual transformation. 
There is transformation within the dreams: she is not afraid of the ghost house 
and recognizes that this is what she really needs, she discovers a part of the 
lake she didn’t know was there, and the wonderful being that emerges from it 
fills her with awe and wonder. There has also been transformation in her 
waking life, as she moves from the loneliness, frustration, and exhaustion of 
her earlier life to the deep happiness, capacity for joy, and ability to truly love 
God, her daughter, and herself in her present life. 

Finally, Sean’s dream affirmed his sense of the divine as experienced 
through full presence in the moment. It was this kind of experience that 
meditation pointed him toward, and the dream offered him an experience of 
presence in the moment, and of transcendent and transforming beauty that is 
at the heart of the divine. The only shadow element present in Sean’s dream 
was his selfless regret that his friends had missed it. 




The divine can be experienced in dreams as an increase in and intensifi¬ 
cation of energy. This can be experienced as inspiring and enhancing or 
threatening, depending on the attitude of the dreamer to involuntary 
increases in energy. In the last chapter, I talked about the fact that many 
people feel frightened and threatened by experiences of the divine. This is 
not the kind of awe that is characteristic of numinous experiences, but is 
rather apprehensive fear, the fear that the experience of the divine might set 
off some kind of psychic catastrophe. The specifics of the feared psychic cat¬ 
astrophes vary, but some common versions are the fear of splitting off from 
reality and entering some altered state of consciousness from which it is 
impossible to return, the fear of the shattering of personality resulting in the 
inability to function, and the fear of becoming an obsessive religious fanatic. 
These anxieties are often connected with a strong need for control of experi¬ 
ence because of powerful and painful repressed emotions in unconscious 
complexes. For people who do not have these fears, experiencing the divine 
as a form of energy can increase psychic liveliness and intensify the experi¬ 
ence of everyday life. 

The two following dreams are examples of the experience of the divine 
as an increase in energy. Both dreamers are women who live their lives with 
enthusiasm and zest, and who do not fear spontaneous incursions of energy. 

Roxanne is a bisexual artist whose art is largely concerned with sexuality 
and its manifestations. Vancouver is a city tolerant of sexual diversity, and as a 
result, Roxanne has access to and spends time with drag queens, transvestites, 
transsexuals, and every other imaginable sexual variation. These images all 


65 



66 


Dreaming about the Divine 


make their way into her art. Though of English background and brought 
up as an Anglican, neither Christianity nor traditional values play a great 
part in her life. She is not connected with any spiritual tradition, but values 
that I would call spiritual play an important part in her life. She has a love 
of life, an acceptance of others, kindness of heart, and above all an opti¬ 
mism that is quite unusual. She describes herself as having no guilt about 
her unusual lifestyle, something which is partly due to her family’s com¬ 
plete acceptance of her choices which no doubt has contributed to her 
strong sense of self-possession. She has very few fixed notions about how 
people should live apart from ethical ones. She came for therapy because 
several friends of hers were clients of mine, and she needed someone to 
reflect with. She felt she was going through a transition in her life that had 
to do with living more fully, believing more deeply in her own work, and 
getting over a reticence about expecting to earn a decent living from her 
work. She was generous with others, but was not at all good at asking for 
what she needed for herself, especially financially. She had recently ended a 
difficult relationship with someone who was psychologically troubled, 
demanding, and self-absorbed. She felt there was some block she needed to 
remove in order to enter more fully and pleasurably into her own life. 
After we had been working together for about a year, she had the follow¬ 
ing dream. 


The Building in the Valley 

There are no people, and the feeling is one of calm and 
peace. The colors and light are rich with subdued shades of 
deep green and grey. A large, grey, three-storied institutional- 
style building sits nestled in a deep green lush valley. The build¬ 
ing has banks of multipaned windows. There is a close-up of a 
stone/cement wall, topped with wrought iron railings. Somehow a 
small piece of the top of the wall chips or falls away. At this point, 
seen again from the first view of the building, waterfalls of white 
water pour simultaneously from all the windows. The feeling is 
one of bounty. 

I've been playing this loop over and over in my mind, and it 
makes me feel great with a certain richness of spirit. 


Roxanne took great pleasure in this dream, and at the same time was 
completely bewildered by it. She experienced it as profoundly numinous, but 
could not place it either in her personal life or spiritually. She does not have a 
commitment to any religious tradition, so this area of interpretation was 
closed to her. 
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When Roxanne told me her dream, my first associations were biblical 
and Christian: 

Then afterward I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and 
your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and 
your young men shall see visions. Even on the male and female slaves, 
in those days, I will pour out my spirit. (Joel 2:28) 

The Book of Common Prayer, collect from the sixth Sunday after 
Trinity: O God, who has prepared for them that love thee such good 
things as pass man’s understanding; Pour into our hearts such love 
toward thee, that we, loving thee above all things, may obtain thy 
promises, which exceed all that we can desire. 1 

The Book of Alternative Services, Eucharistic Prayer #4: Pour out your 
spirit on the whole earth and make it your new creation. 2 

I was somewhat surprised by these associations, which were so explicitly 
Christian while Roxanne was not. I was sufficiently hesitant not to share 
them with her while she puzzled over the dream, which she found very 
affecting but hard to analyze. Finally I shared my thoughts, and she enthusias¬ 
tically accepted them as relevant. She had, after all, an Anglican upbringing. 
What is particularly interesting about Roxanne’s dream is the source of the 
divine spirit: a building that has a kind of institutional and industrial quality. 
Roxanne did not want to analyze this dream at great length since it had such 
affective power, so the following are my own speculations. 

Roxanne’s religious upbringing was too limiting for her—perhaps it felt 
like a drab building, the church and its representation of God institutional and 
unfeeling. Yet early religious training gives us the inner structure for later 
religious development. We might also see the building as an image of 
Roxanne’s ego structure: a sturdy, serviceable building with many windows, 
but too contained. While her life was very unusual, it's also true that she had 
a great deal of difficulty in expressing her feelings; she was the child in her 
family who was supposed to be the mature one, responsible for another child 
who was ill, to not complain and be self-contained. She was entirely success¬ 
ful in being this sort of person not only as a child but also as an adult. She was 
also not supposed to want anything for herself. There is a wall around the 
building, and it is a change in the wall that brings the water pouring out. 
Two changes in her life resulted from our work together. She was much 
more expressive in her emotional life and, connected with this, she was much 
clearer about what she wanted, including what she wanted for herself in her 
financial life. She had always regarded financial issues as vulgar and beneath 
her, not connecting them with the practicalities of her life, being able to 
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afford, for example, a computer to use creatively in the artistic life which 
meant so much to her. A change in this attitude seemed, in real life, to bring 
real bounty into her life and gave her a different feeling about herself and her 
life. Again, Lionel Corbett’s point in The Religious Function of the Psyche is 
appropriate. The numinous enters the psyche through the wounded aspects of 
the psyche. Though issues of money and practicality may not seem to be deep 
issues, nonetheless they were deep for Roxanne, connecting with her sense of 
entitlement to her own feelings and desires. One of her sisters had a chronic 
illness and because of this, the family had had to give up an affluent lifestyle in 
another country to return to Canada where medical care is available to every¬ 
one. They never were able to return to the lifestyle with which she was 
familiar, and instead lived very frugally. Her role in the family was to be the 
one who was “all right,” who didn’t ask much for herself. Allowing herself to 
want things for herself and not step aside or be helpful was a profound change 
in attitude for her. The change, in the dream, was apparently a small change: 
a small chip or piece of the wall falls away. This is enough to release the 
bounty and “flow” in the building. The building had windows, but no appar¬ 
ent openings. But when the water comes, it creates its own opening. It comes 
out all the windows, pouring out. The building acts as a source and a con¬ 
tainer for the bounty that conies pouring out. Roxanne’s ego, previously 
solid though filled with windows, is now permeated with the rushing waters 
of the divine. It was not a rigid ego, but rather one that was strong and per¬ 
haps too self-sufficient. But there is more to Roxanne than that. The lush 
valley may represent the larger psyche, watered by the bountiful water of the 
divine. Interestingly, not long after she had this dream, Roxanne was travel¬ 
ing and found herself in a valley exactly like the valley in her dream. There is 
also an existential aspect to this: Roxanne has indeed experienced increased 
bounty in her life, and has a strong sense of her needs being met. She has 
recently received awards for her work, and her artistic career is flourishing as 
never before. 

We also need to ask ourselves where the shadow is in this dream. It 
seems to lie in the “closed” quality of both the building and the fence around 
the property. As I mentioned above, Roxanne struggles with a holding-in of 
affect. Roxanne is in fact quite self-contained and has a history of also con¬ 
taining her demands of others. This would suggest, if not a diminishing of 
experienced affect, a diminishing of expressed affect, which can have an 
impact on experienced affect. Corbett points out the affect is the bodily man¬ 
ifestation of the incarnation of spirit, the personal incarnation of archetypal 
material. Thus Roxanne may have to pay particular attention to her own 
capacity for expressiveness which creates, so to speak, the path for the divine. 
Water is a common image for feeling in dreams, so that there is both an 
image of frustration and a promise of release in this dream. Roxanne’s dream 
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makes me think of many passages from the book of Isaiah, which contains 
images of the pouring out of water and spirit, the preparing of paths but also 
of frustration and limitation. 

This next dream belongs to Martha, one of my clients in spiritual direc¬ 
tion. She originally came to me because she experienced herself as being in 
spiritual crisis. Highly successful in the business world, she was becoming 
more and more dissatisfied with her life. When she came to see me, she was 
considering quitting her job and starting theology school, but had the sense 
that this might be a compensatory fantasy. Her family background was small 
town and conservative, and her mother, who came from a lower social class 
than her father, was highly identified with Martha, highly critical and deter¬ 
mined that Martha should be successful. Though Martha has been successful 
beyond her mother’s wildest dreams, including being happily married to an 
equally successful businessman, nothing has ever been quite good enough for 
her, and she has never ceased criticizing Martha and trying to control her. 

Martha had this dream as she was moving towards a solution to her crisis. 
In the process of telling me this dream, she mentioned that she had been 
having three or four nightmares a week for some time, and asked me if that 
was unusual. This gives a sense of the acuteness of her crisis. 

God, the Jaguar 

I dreamt that I was on safari with my family. We were in a 
jeep and the game people were told to chase animals towards 
us, although we did not know that they were being chased in our 
direction. We were disappointed to find that out later. We saw 
bears and cougars and some other animals. All of a sudden, a 
beautiful iridescent purple and green jaguar arrives. The person 
sitting next to me rolls down the window to get a look at this 
amazing animal. The cat jumps in through the window and 
comes for me. I am saved by the man sitting next to me and my 
father who get it off of me. The person beside me gets a scratch. 

My father takes off a paw. The cat is killed when one of the 
guides breaks its neck. It is horrible to see it dead because it 
was so beautiful and magical alive. 

This seems to be a dream about the violent incursion of the divine. The 
most prominent level of the dream initially seems to be the inner level. She is 
indeed with her family psychically, still sharing their values, driving through 
territory filled with wild animals in a closed car. The game people are told to 
chase animals towards them—this is an ambiguous aspect of the dream. It may 
have to do with her inheritance of her parents’ picture of life as being con¬ 
trollable. From one standpoint, it makes the appearance of the game some¬ 
what artificial rather than natural, and this is reinforced by their 
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disappointment when they find out. However, from another standpoint, the 
game people and whoever has been told to chase the animals towards them 
may be a disowned wish, a desire to have more wild animals in her life. 
Suddenly the disowned wish comes true: a beautiful iridescent purple and 
green jaguar jumps through the window and specifically comes for Martha. 
This wild magical energy is experienced as dangerous. Her father takes off a 
paw and the animal is killed. She is horrified by its death, since it was so 
beautiful and magical alive. The jaguar seems to represent her own possibility 
of embodiment of the divine. 3 But it is so at odds with her current life situa¬ 
tion that she experiences it as dangerous, possibly even lethal. But the alter¬ 
native, killing it, is also utterly horrible. This conflict seemed to be one of 
the sources of Martha’s nightmares. The alternatives in the dream are death 
or despair. 

Martha’s deeper nature appeared to be at odds with the way she had been 
living her life. She lived an extremely structured life which was focused on 
activities that are connected with the traditional and archetypal masculine— 
achievement in business, the cultivation of objectivity, and intellectual activ¬ 
ity. Perhaps this masculine identification was represented by her father in the 
dream, who tears a paw off the magical jaguar. Her spiritual life is Christian: 
she has been an Anglican since childhood, and experiences the liturgy and 
corporate worship very profoundly. But there is something more to Martha 
than the faith of her childhood. My sense of this is that it is not just that the 
imagery of Christianity is not adequate for her, but also Christianity is the 
familiar and the known. Even though her Christianity is very strong, she 
needs to step outside this frame of reference to deepen her contact with the 
divine. There is a strong sense of containment in the dream—the closed car— 
that requires the divine to come to her. One thinks here of Saint Paul and his 
violent experience of the divine. Martha’s experience of the divine is so vio¬ 
lent that the cat has to be killed. Another interesting feature of Martha’s 
dream is that the image of the divine is so determined to get to her that it 
risks its life and dies for her. We don’t know whether it actually intended to 
harm her, or whether it was willing to die in order to terrify her into awe. 

Martha’s dream illustrates a situation that is frequently found with people 
who have spiritual commitments that are habitual: in order to deepen their 
faith, they need to be willing to admit imagery and experiences that are not 
familiar or even apparently consistent with their existing faith. Many people 
have strong anxieties about orthodoxy, about admitting to consciousness 
material that threatens the beliefs they already have. They need to be able to 
accept spiritual experiences they do not understand and “hold” them, not 
attempting to tailor them to fit their existing views. This is especially true for 
Christians, so many of whom center religious experience around strong ethi¬ 
cal prescriptions and prohibitions. 4 Martha was in a particularly good position 
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to do this; her childhood faith had not until recently played a prominent role 
in her adult life nor had her family endorsed a view of the world that was 
religiously rigid, so she was not threatened by an experience that seemed out¬ 
side religious borders. The ability to admit strange and even incomprehensible 
imagery and experience seems to be partly a function of the flexibility of the 
ego, and the extent to which the ego is identified with a particular tradition 
or approach. We all know people who would describe themselves as “good 
Christians’’—such people seem to have more difficulty than someone like 
Martha, who views life and herself as being in constant process. In fact 
Martha makes an excellent example of someone who is able to tolerate vari¬ 
ous sources of meaning: rational, intuitive, mystical. This dream was very 
upsetting to Martha, but she was able to remember it. This is a dark dream, 
with the divine appearing violently and being killed by the powerful patriar¬ 
chal spirit by which Martha lived her life. Nevertheless it has made its appear¬ 
ance. Martha has shown a tendency to successfully repress importance aspects 
of her being to the point of creating violent and apparently potentially dan¬ 
gerous conflict; she came to me partly because of the many nightmares she 
had been having. She is currently struggling with this, and it may be some¬ 
thing she will have to contend with throughout her life: she has a powerful, 
logical mind and a strong practical bent. The difficulties Jung referred to in 
“The Transcendent Function,” that modern life requires us to cut ourselves 
off from the unconscious and resist unconscious material breaking through, 
are particularly applicable here. 5 Martha will need to pay particular attention 
to the ease with which she is able to do what is expected, take care of busi¬ 
ness, make the practical choice rather than follow her heart. However, her 
struggles have been effective. Her life now resembles much more the life she 
wants. She is a strong and determined person, able to carry her conflicts. 
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6 

Bad Dreams about 
the Divine 


When we think about dreams that take us beyond the ego, we usually 
think of dreams that involve feelings of awe, of love, of wonder, dreams that 
leave us with a sense of being changed for the better or even healed of some 
wound or suffering. Many numinous dreams are indeed of this kind. 
However, the process of individuation and the spiritual journey involve fear 
and suffering as well as wonder and joy. This is clear front the work of Jung 
and front the writings of the mystics. To come into relation with the 
Self/divine involves a challenge to the illusory supremacy of the ego. Though 
it is an illusion, it is one of the ego’s favorite illusions, partly because, in the 
first half of life, it is essential. As Jung pointed out in “The Transcendent 
Function,” in order to manage in the kind of complex external world in 
which we find ourselves, we are strongly identified with the ego and often 
experientially sealed off from the unconscious. Thus any kind of influx of 
unconscious or divine energy can create a sense of fear and disturbance. If the 
Self/divine is particularly exigent, we can feel overwhelmed. Furthermore, to 
experience the divine in ourselves is not an unambiguous pleasure. As we will 
see, one aspect of having strong contact with the divine is an awareness of the 
suffering of the world and a desire to do good. Because of our limitations, this 
is not always possible. In Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, Marley’s ghost 
presents us with an image of our longing to help those who are rigid, angry, 
and unhappy, and the necessity of the intervention of the divine in order to 
do so. Our awareness that it is not possible through an effort of will does not 
cause our desire to do so to disappear. We continue to participate in the suf¬ 
fering of those we cannot help, and at best it sometimes seems that our partic¬ 
ipation, especially through prayer, can help bring more divine energy into 


73 



74 


Dreaming about the Divine 


their lives. In this chapter, I want to discuss two dreams that, from the dream¬ 
ers’ point of view, were “bad” dreams. That is, they did not leave the dream¬ 
ers feeling inspired and changed for the better. Rather, they left the dreamers 
in a state of disturbance. Both of these dreams had lasting effects on the 
dreamers and demonstrate aspects of the spiritual journey. 1 


The first dream is a dream that I had when I was training as a spiritual 
director. It is a dark and disturbing dream, and illustrates, among other things, 
the intensity of the pressure from the Self as the ego-Self axis is strengthening 
or, to put it another way, the difficulty of actually putting oneself in the hands 
of the living God. 


A Dark and Terrible Sound 

War has broken out and I have been drafted. I’m in uniform, 
and I’m going to the Hotel Vancouver, the embarcation point. It is 
night, absolutely black with the exception of a small door on the 
side of the hotel, where there is light shining through. Then I am 
inside. All the halls are dark and there are pools of water on the 
floor where there are others sleeping. Then there is a loud clatter¬ 
ing sound which is so powerful I have a sense it penetrates my 
body completely—there is no sense of “hearing” it—it gets into 
me. I run down a spiral staircase getting deeper and deeper— 
there is a tremendous sense of motion. I feel overwhelmed. 

Let us begin by asking why this constitutes a dream about the divine. 
First, it was a numinous dream though not pleasantly numinous. It clearly had 
the feel of being about something beyond myself, a characteristic that is rep¬ 
resented by the images of the dream. Second, the subject matter of the dream 
is the overcoming of the ego by a force greater than itself. The sound that 
reverberates through the dream, penetrating everything including the 
dreamer’s body, is a powerful representation of the power of the divine that 
knows no barriers. Ordinarily, the body’s boundaries are distinct. Unless some 
weapon is used, we do not penetrate the boundaries of the bodies of others 
except by natural means, such as feeding and sex. But the sound in this dream 
penetrates and saturates the body with no regard for its boundaries. It pene¬ 
trates everything and everywhere, and its effect is to drive the dreamer 
deeper, down the spiral stairs deeper into the psyche. However, this represen¬ 
tation of the psyche is not a pleasant one. It is dark, grey, full of pools, per¬ 
haps pools of sorrow. There is no comfort anywhere, only stark, damp 
surroundings and virtually unbearable noise. Nevertheless, the dreamer does 
not run out the door, a door we have seen in the first scene of the dream. 
The dreamer goes deeper, running down the spiral stairs. This is a classic 
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dream of confrontation between the Self and the ego. Without a spiritual per¬ 
spective, we might classify this as a bad dream because of its unpleasantness. 
With a spiritual perspective, such dreams can be dreams of great depth. They 
present the demands of the Self for giving up the ego’s control. They repre¬ 
sent the ego’s fear of doing this, and the threatening quality of spiritual life 
from the ego’s standpoint. 

This is a very different vision of the divine from that of God as comforter 
or lover of my soul. The dream represents the sacrificial nature of spiritual 
life, but it represents it not as sacrifice (because we don’t see a transforming 
outcome) but as loss. The difference between sacrifice and loss is an important 
difference from both a Jungian and a more exclusively spiritual standpoint. 
Both the Christian tradition and Jung offer us the notion of th e felix culpa, the 
fortunate fall or happy fault (the literal meaning), the bad thing that happens 
that turns out not just to bring good things but better, transformative things. 
From this standpoint, some of the unwelcome things that happen in life fill 
into the category of th e felix culpa. We lose a job we’re attached to but that is 
not fulfilling. We grieve, then find a job that we love, but wouldn’t have 
sought if we hadn’t lost the first one. From an interior standpoint, we may be 
very attached to a certain way of looking at the world that we are forcibly 
deprived of. Perhaps we had very good parents and as a result believe that all 
people are good at heart given enough time and love. Then something hap¬ 
pens that is disillusioning: someone betrays us, or we come into contact with 
someone who has allied her or himself with the dark side of her or his nature 
and actively wants to harm us. The disillusionment is painful, but the trans¬ 
formation provides additional depth and breadth to the ego’s picture of life. 
We become aware that life is full of both good and evil, and demands dis¬ 
cernment rather than a naive innocence. From both a Jungian and a Christian 
standpoint, the story of the Fall is the story of a felix culpa. From a Jungian 
perspective, it results in the birth of consciousness. Before the fall, Adam and 
Eve did not experience themselves as separate from the divine, nor did either 
of them have a sense of autonomy. Like all increases of consciousness, this 
one was dearly bought, and, from a Christian point of view, was the begin¬ 
ning of a long series of events which culminated in the Incarnation, a felix 
culpa indeed. 

Most sacred texts offer examples of loss turned into sacrifice. Perhaps the 
ultimate example in Christian text is Christ’s crucifixion. Jesus prayed in the 
Garden of Gethsemane to allow the cup of crucifixion to pass from him. 
From his point of view as a human being, it was an absolute loss. He would 
lose his life and die in excruciating pain. The text of the crisis in the garden is 
exclusively concerned with the struggle between the human and the divine, 
between the perspective of loss and the perspective of sacrifice. Sacrifice is 
transforming. Through sacrifice we become more than we were, more deeply 
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rooted in the divine, and ego gains more access to the Self. One of the most 
difficult and essential tasks in spiritual life is to come to understand our losses 
as sacrifices, as doing the will of the divine. That opposes our natural inclina¬ 
tion, which is to see them as losses. 

In this dream, I am being changed from a soldier answering a call to 
arms, a call represented by my wearing my father’s army uniform. I have been 
drafted into the masculine life, into some sort of identity-consuming aggres¬ 
sive uniformity. This imagery is a reference to the way in which I had experi¬ 
enced many aspects of my professional life as well personal life, in particular 
my strong identity with my father and my sense of living, as my father did, 
from the head rather than the heart. As well, it reflects a sense I have often 
had of life as a dangerous struggle in the dark. However, once inside the 
building where the troops are supposed to meet to march off to war, I find 
myself virtually alone. The other people present appear to be sleeping. This 
seems to be a reference to Jesus’s experience in the garden: while he was 
engaged in intense spiritual struggle, his companions fell asleep. It also refers 
to sleeping parts of the psyche, areas of unconsciousness and underdevelop¬ 
ment: perhaps if these people woke up, they could be of help to me. It also 
suggests an identification with the path of Jesus. I experience a tremendous, 
penetrating noise. The Self has become impatient with the ego’s resistance; 
we might call it the wrath of God, the thundering and clattering of the 
demand for wholeness and the relinquishing of ego control. I have two 
options. I can go out the way I came, or I can go deeper. My experience of 
this is not a conscious experience of choice, nevertheless in every action there 
is a measure of choice. I seem compelled to go deeper. Perhaps the choices I 
have made up to that time account for the fact that I do not even look for the 
exit. I experience myself as running from the noise by going deeper to escape 
the noise. This is true to the situation in which I find myself; the only way to 
experience the relation to the Self/divine as something other than a negative 
and threatening experience is to embrace it and turn the loss of exclusive 
identification with ego into the transforming sacrifice of coining into deeper 
relation to the Self. This is what I do. The dream is paradoxical: it’s a “good” 
dream, a dream about a more intimate relation to the divine. But I experience 
it as a “bad” dream because it is frightening and overwhelming from the ego’s 
point of view. 

Though not all nightmares are representations of the struggle between 
the ego and the Self, they are representations of the struggle between the ego 
and the unconscious (whose purposes, from a Jungian perspective, are deter¬ 
mined by the Self). The unconscious clamors for our attention, determined to 
give us the knowledge and experiences that we need to move towards whole¬ 
ness and, ultimately, connection with the divine. Every gathering in of 
unconscious material strengthens the relationship between the ego and the 
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unconscious, thus, ultimately, the ego and the Self. Frightening dreams about 
the divine seem to represent a kind of high noon of spiritual development, in 
which the ego as it is must die but will be reborn in another form. 

Given the challenge of forming and reforming the ego-Self axis, it is not 
surprising that we are often profoundly ambivalent about our relation to the 
Self. The ego’s point of view is much easier to live with. The kind of objec¬ 
tivity about one’s self, realistic understanding of others’ points of view and 
general clear-sightedness about one’s place in the overall scheme of things 
works against the unexamined assumption that one is the center of the uni¬ 
verse that is such a common feature of human life. In his book The Road Less 
Traveled , M. Scott Peck talks about the importance of having the qualities that 
come with a deeper connection with the Self, which enable us to sometimes 
be a therapist in our relationships with others, and the typical human ambiva¬ 
lence about living in this way: 

Occasionally when patients ask me when they will be ready to termi¬ 
nate their therapy, I will reply, “When you yourselt are able to be a 
good therapist.” This reply is often most usefully made in group ther¬ 
apy, where patients of course do practice psychotherapy on each other 
and where their failures to successfully assume the role of psychothera¬ 
pist can be pointed out to them. Many patients do not like this reply, 
and some will actually say, “That’s too much work. To do that means 
that I would have to think all the time in my relationships with people. 
I don’t want to think that much. I don’t want to work that hard. I just 
want to enjoy myself.” Patients often respond similarly when I point 
out to them that all human interactions are opportunities either to learn 
or to teach (or to give or receive therapy), and when they neither learn 
nor teach in an interaction they are passing up an opportunity. Most 
people are quite correct when they say they do not want to achieve 
such a lofty goal or work so hard in life. The majority of patients... will 
terminate their therapy at some point far short of completely fulfilling 
their potential. They may have traveled a short or even a goodly dis¬ 
tance along their journey of spiritual growth, but the whole journey is 
not for them. 2 

Our ambivalence is so profound that, even though we may be able to grasp 
intellectually that it is desirable to come to a deeper and different understanding 
than the ego’s, we often don’t want to do the work because it is seen as so dif¬ 
ficult. The problem is, of course, that when we think about this consciously, 
we think about it from the ego’s point of view, and from the ego’s point of 
view, this shift of perspective is dangerous to the ego’s illusory sovereignty. 

This ambivalence also comes out in dreams. The familiar dream of 
trying to run but being able to move only slowly or not at all is a dream that, 
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among other things, expresses this ambivalence. 3 We are partly spirit, but 
that spirit has its present home in a body with which the ego identifies, 
which is not as sprightly as spirit. We want to have a closer connection with 
the divine, but on the other hand we don’t; it makes life much harder. Such 
dreams are reminiscent of Kierkegaard’s description of the development of 
passionate inwardness, his way of describing the struggle in human beings to 
come into conscious relation with our condition as both existential and 
divine, and to make the leap of faith required for commitment to a relation 
with the divine: 

I have often thought about how one might bring a person into passion. 
So I have considered the possibility of getting him astride a horse and 
then frightening the horse into the wildest gallop, or even better, in 
order to draw out the passion properly, the possibility of getting a man 
who wants to go somewhere as quickly as possible (and therefore was 
already in something of a passion) astride a horse than can hardly 
walk—yet existing is like that if one is conscious of it. Or if a Pegasus 
and an old nag were hitched to a carriage for a driver not usually dis¬ 
posed to passion and he was told: Now drive—I think it would be suc¬ 
cessful. And this is what existing is like if one is to be conscious of it. 
Eternity is infinitely quick like that winged steed, temporality is an old 
nag, and the existing person is the driver, that is, if existing is not to be 
what people usually call existing, because then the existing person is no 
driver but a drunken peasant who lies in the wagon and sleeps and lets 
the horses shift for themselves. Of course, he also drives, he is also a 
driver, and likewise there perhaps are many who—also exist. 4 

Kierkegaard offers us a vivid picture of what it is to be a human being, 
capable of consciousness and relation to the divine, who also exists in time 
and space and must make choices in ways that do justice to both aspects of 
our being. The Kierkegaardian world is not a comfortable one; it is full of 
conflict, uncertainty, and ambivalence. His notion of the leap of faith offers 
an image of both what is necessary and what is profoundly difficult and fright¬ 
ening about committing ourselves to a relation to the divine that is not intel¬ 
lectually comprehensible or justifiable. 

The next dream belongs to Jake, a clinical psychologist who has had 
great success as an educator, writer, and clinician. He has a Lutheran back¬ 
ground, though he has not continued his connection with the Christian 
church in any form. At one time he wanted to be a minister, but came to feel 
that this was more from a desire to please others and gain prestige than from a 
genuine call. His spiritual life is to a great extent lived out through his life as a 
musician, a hobby that turned into a passion. Here is his dream. 



Bad Dreams about the Divine 


79 


Limitation 

I’m facing a Christ figure who’s in a long white robe. He has 
his arms outstretched, palms forward. At his left side is a young 
girl, about seven or eight, who is stretching up her right hand to 
touch his left hand. They cannot touch. She is weeping and is in 
need of comforting. He is weeping also with the knowledge of 
the impossibility of his being able to truly comfort her. I begin to 
feel my way into him and how it feels to see, to experience, 
others’ pain and sorrow and be unable to remedy it. He would 
like to be able to reach down and touch her hand, but he knows 
that he cannot—cannot provide the comfort and assurance that 
she needs. The gap remains. The feeling in the dream is of 
need, yearning, compassion, sorrow, impotence, and some res¬ 
ignation. On waking, there is a sense of “Yes, that’s the way it is.’’ 

The image has stayed with me as a kind of representation of 
Jesus that I can accept as consistent with my own experience of 
how it must feel to look out onto the pain in the world that cannot 
be assuaged. How it must feel to know and yet be unable to 
touch, to comfort, to heal everything. So the image is of compas¬ 
sion, sorrow, willing-but-unable to remedy, yearning (on both 
sides) but unable to contact, yet refusing to turn away from the 
knowledge of suffering. 

Jake felt that this dream had influenced him deeply. It is an image of 
living out the divine through entering into the sorrows of others. This is a 
realistic representation of one important aspect of being a therapist. Being a 
therapist entails being willing to enter into the sorrows of others, and doing 
so makes us realize how much sorrow there is the world. Our clients suffer, 
and they also come from families in which there is a great deal of suffering. 
Being a therapist attunes one to the suffering in the world, to the knowledge 
that for many, life is filled with pain and disappointment and loss. And even 
when we are able to offer our help, those who come to us sometimes cannot 
truly absorb it. In these cases, all we have to offer is our conscious, attentive 
presence, which means that we must enter into their suffering. 

This is a dream of the dark side of the development of the ego-Self axis. 
It is also a dream of willingness to suffer, itself a spiritual transformation of the 
will. M. Scott Peck argues that a great deal of neurotic difficulty is caused by 
an unwillingness to suffer: 

Fearing the pain involved, almost all of us, to a greater or lesser degree, 
attempt to avoid problems. We procrastinate hoping that they will go 
away. We ignore them, forget them, pretend they do not exist. We 
even take drugs to assist us in ignoring them, so that by deadening our¬ 
selves to the pain we can forget the problems that cause the pain. We 
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attempt to skirt around problems rather than meeting them head on. 
We attempt to get out of them rather than suffer through them. 

This tendency to avoid problems and the emotional suffering inherent 
in them is the primary basis of all human mental illness. Since most of 
us have this tendency to a greater or lesser degree, most of us are men¬ 
tally ill to a greater or lesser degree.... In the succinctly elegant words 
of Carl Jung, “Neurosis is always a substitute for legitimate suffering.” 5 

I would be inclined to say that it is also caused by an inability to suffer 
and a fear of suffering as a result of a fragile ego structure. This seems clearly 
to be so in the case of children, whose fragile partially developed egos would 
be destroyed by too much suffering. Jung takes a similar position about 
unconscious complexes: they become unconscious because their contents are 
unbearable. In general, most of us try to avoid suffering. Whole philosophi¬ 
cal theories, such as the Utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart 
Mill, are based on the theory that it is our human nature to seek pleasure and 
avoid pain. Thus a willingness to suffer, especially a willingness to be con¬ 
scious of the parts of life that cause suffering, to pay attention to the darkness 
and pain not only of one’s own life but in that of others, is a spiritual task. 
Gerald May distinguishes between willingness and willfulness: “willingness 
implies a surrendering of one’s self-separateness, and entering-into, an 
immersion in the deepest processes of life itself. It is a realization that one 
already is a part of some ultimate cosmic process and it is a commitment to 
participation in that process. In contrast, willfulness is the setting of oneself 
apart from the fundamental essence of life in an attempt to master, direct, 
control, or otherwise manipulate existence. More simply, willingness is 
saying yes to the mystery of being alive in each moment. Willfulness is 
saying no or perhaps more commonly, “Yes, but....” 6 It is much easier to 
be willing when we are engaging with the joyful, pleasurable aspects of the 
mystery of life. However, willingness is truly tested when we are faced with 
saying “yes” to the dark and painful aspects. This is an image of Jesus as the 
unsuccessful aspect of the suffering servant: even though the suffering servant 
may be willing to suffer and die to make transformation possible, this does 
not mean everyone will be transformed. The existence of the possibility does 
not guarantee the actuality. This aspect of the divine was meaningful to Jake 
because it matched his experience; he did not experience Jesus as strongly 
Other, but as a being he could “feel his way into.” He recognized this sor¬ 
rowing, frustrated Jesus because he echoed Jake’s own experience. It is this 
aspect of the divine that was able to incarnate in Jake, a willingness to enter 
into the suffering of others whether or not there is any certainty of being 
able to help. This is one of the features of unconditional love: it does not 
require reciprocation or reward, it is simply there. It is one of the character- 
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istics of the Christian God, who is described in the traditions as loving 
human beings without reserve whatever they may do. 

As well as noting what is present here, it is useful to note what is absent. 
The dream offers us an image of the sorrowing Christ. It is the opposite of 
Christ the triumphant Redeemer. This is the human Christ, with his limita¬ 
tions emphasized. It is also an essentially tragic view of human life. It is not 
that Jesus is unwilling, nor is the little girl not trying, but somehow it just 
cannot be. This aspect of life, that things go wrong, that we cannot have what 
we want, that sometimes even having what we want is not as satisfying as we 
had thought since it does not always result in the cessation of desire, that there 
is pointless suffering which cannot be assuaged, is an aspect of human life that 
has been described variously by philosophers and theologians. Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s famous remark in Being and Nothingness, “Nothingness lies coiled in 
the heart of being—like a worm,” 7 is a metaphysical description of this aspect 
of reality. Karl Jaspers’s notion of boundary situations such as suffering and 
struggle is also an acknowledgment of the permanence and pervasiveness of the 
uncontrollable pain and difficulty in human life. From a moral standpoint, the 
existence of systems of moral principle is an indication that we are aware that 
all is not always well, and that we do not automatically do what is good or 
right. Both the Epicureans and Stoics recognized that a fundamental moral task 
is to learn to live somehow with the fact that life is difficult, dangerous, and 
disappointing. The Christian notion of original sin addresses this as well. For 
all our current distaste for the notion that human beings are inherently sinful, it 
is nevertheless true that human beings have been and continue to be capable of 
the most appalling acts, even when we try mightily to be better. The novelist 
and philosopher Iris Murdoch suggests that Freud’s analysis of the psyche is 
actually a psychologized version of original sin; 

Modern psychology has provided us with what might be called a doc¬ 
trine of original sin. ...When I speak in this context of modern psy¬ 
chology I mean primarily the work of Freud.... One may say that what 
he presents us with is a realistic and detailed picture of the fallen 
man. ...What seems to me, for these purposes, true and important in 
Freudian theory is as follows. Freud takes a thoroughly pessimistic view 
of human nature. He sees the psyche as an egocentric system of quasi¬ 
mechanical energy, largely determined by its own individual history, 
whose natural attachments are sexual, ambiguous, and hard for the sub¬ 
ject to understand or control. Introspection reveals only the deep tissue 
of ambivalent motive, and fantasy is a stronger force than reason. 
Objectivity and unselfishness are not natural to human beings. 8 

Murdoch’s novels are filled with descriptions of the consequences of this 
situation, particularly selfishness, ruthlessness, and the resulting human misery. 
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This is an aspect of human life that requires our attention as both human 
beings and therapists, and it is an aspect that calls out for a complex under¬ 
standing of the divine, especially if we are also spiritual directors. 

One of the dangerously seductive consequences of feeling a strong con¬ 
tact with the divine, and believing that the divine is healing, is the view that 
somehow every human ill is “fixable” by the divine. This view often entails 
that if one’s ills are not “fixed,” this is an indication of lack of faith or some 
other serious personal failing. That this is not the case is particularly clear to 
spiritual directors, who have constant contact with people who have deep 
faith, and a sense of the presence of the divine, and still suffer from life’s mis¬ 
fortunes. For them, the possibility of healing of the soul may or may not be 
connected with the healing of the body or of adverse circumstances. The 
healing of the soul may consist in finding meaning in suffering, but this is not 
the same thing as ending suffering. It is a deeper way of living it out. That 
suffering is unavoidable and ineliminable is a significant insight that enables 
those participating on both sides of therapy/analysis and spiritual direction to 
face into the darkest aspects of life without trying to rationalize them in terms 
of what is acceptable to us. 9 In Jung’s essay “Answer to Job,” he argues that 
Job’s power in the situation is his refusal to resign himself to what has hap¬ 
pened to him, or to assume that his troubles are due to some explicable 
human failing of his, as his friends claim. He does not minimize his suffering, 
or try to explain it away. He feels strongly that he has been a good man, and 
that God owes him some kind of explanation. In the end, God presents him 
with the only possible explanation: God’s ways are not our ways, and we 
must love and fear God anyway. Jung believed that Job’s tenacity had an 
effect on God, or on the way God could be experienced, so that God became 
more respectful and compassionate, sending his only son to become human 
and suffer. 10 Looking at it a slightly different way, Job faced not the wrath of 
God, but the absolute Otherness of God. Part of our experience of the 
unavoidability of human suffering is our confrontation with a spiritual choice: 
we can believe there is no divine and no meaning, or we can believe there is 
a divine and some meaning which is not available to us. As we can see in Job, 
this is not an entirely arbitrary choice. Job’s deep faith does not give him the 
option of not believing, which might in many ways be easier. One might just 
tough it out and wait for things to improve. Because Job’s conviction of 
God’s presence and God as ground of Being is so profound, he cannot choose 
that option. Because he can consciously hold the tension of great suffering 
and faith in God, Job has the opportunity to confront God, and in this con¬ 
frontation, his identification with the ego’s point of view is finally ended. 
Though many scholars have argued that the ending to Job is a later addition, 
it is also not out of place. It is the image of abundant life, returning with his 
new point of view. While Job seems to experience a classic if somewhat cal- 
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lous happy ending (his family is “replaced”), it is also true that those with a 
deep connection to the divine may experience a sense of abundant life while 
continuing to suffer from illness and misfortune. 

Jake’s dream raises an issue that is a constant in psychotherapy: not all suf¬ 
fering is redemptive. Redemptive suffering exists, in the sense that there is 
often a great deal of voluntary suffering in the death and rebirth of the ego 
that occurs when a strong connection is made with the Self and important 
transformations can take place when we can come to view loss as sacrifice, as 
having a transformative meaning. This suffering, which occurs in both the 
dark night of the senses and the dark night of the soul 11 is often attenuated 
and even seems endless, yet finally is experienced as an essential part of the 
path to meaning. The fact that it is accepted and in that sense undergone vol¬ 
untarily is an essential part of its redemptiveness. The suffering in Jake’s dream 
is not the suffering that leads to an altered experience of meaning. Rather, it 
seems to represent both involuntary suffering and suffering connected with 
the knowledge that such suffering is often unassuageable and a constant in 
human life. This gives it a deeper meaning than simply Jake’s regret and sad¬ 
ness about his own limitations. It portrays suffering itself as a divine activity 
when it is experienced in connection with our compassion for the suffering of 
others. Thus Jake’s dream is a “bad” dream in that it does not seem to offer a 
way out of suffering. At the same time, it dignifies suffering by connecting it 
with the divine: not only does Jake suffer, but the divine in the form of Jesus 
also suffers over the human condition. This is one of Jake’s experienced con¬ 
nections to the divine: he is willing to enter into the suffering of others with 
compassion, whether he can do anything about it or not. This willingness has 
a spiritual significance; from the standpoint of the comfort of the ego’s point 
of view, Jake need not do this. As discussed above, many people resist enter¬ 
ing into the suffering of others with great energy because their desire to avoid 
pain is so strong. The image of Jesus in the dream speaks strongly of suffering 
voluntarily embraced. 

Both these dreamers seem to identify unconsciously with Jesus, suggest¬ 
ing an unconscious theological view. There is considerable variation in the 
Christian tradition in views about who Jesus is and what our relation to him 
ought to be. Both of these dreamers seem to believe that our task is to be 
Jesus rather than to worship him from afar. For both, their own images of 
struggle and suffering reflect Jesus’s experiences. Interestingly, Jesus plays an 
important part in both my personal and corporate spiritual life and not in 
Jake’s, and Jesus appears in Jake's dream but not in mine. The reference to the 
sleepers in the garden in my dream suggests an identification with Jesus’s path, 
but he does not appear in person. One thinks here of Jung’s view that dreams 
are compensatory, balancing the conscious attitude with more material from 
the unconscious. 
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“Bad” dreams about the divine can be as important as ones that we find 
inspiring and hope inducing. They keep us from slipping into fantasy about 
the joys and protective effects of spiritual life. They force us to face the basic 
human condition, which contact with the divine helps us to live out at a 
deeper, more conscious level, but will not cure. This is especially important 
in our culture, where advertising and media represent life as a soluble prob¬ 
lem if we only have enough technology, attractive material things, and finan¬ 
cial security. 




7 

Tiffany’s 

Transformation 


One of the greatest challenges in my work as both therapist and spiritual 
director has been working with people who are so deeply wounded they feel 
that their depths contain nothing but pain and suffering. Those who are the 
victims of abuse and other kinds of trauma at first experience work with the 
unconscious as increasing their suffering. As well, and understandably, many 
feel that there is no such thing as the divine, because if there were, they 
would have been rescued from their childhood suffering. If they do believe in 
God, they are angry with God, bitter at being abandoned to the brutality of 
those around them. In some instances, such as Heather’s dream of the com¬ 
forter and Jane’s dream of God as the lover of her soul, the divine comes into 
consciousness through dreams that contain healing experiences. Since healing 
is what they most need, healing is the form in which the divine comes. 
However, while not everyone is able to have these kinds of experiences of 
the divine, psychically they require some indication of the divine’s existence. 
I encounter more such clients in my private therapy practice than in my spir¬ 
itual direction work, but I bring my concern with the life of the spirit, both 
the client’s and mine, into all my work and not just spiritual direction. 

The next dream belongs to a client who has suffered more deeply than 
nearly any client I have ever worked with. The story of her childhood is the 
story of virtually continuous neglect and brutal physical and sexual abuse by 
both parents. Her parents were both alcoholics and completely absorbed in 
their self-destructive lifestyle. Her mother was probably psychotic, and her 
father was deeply depressed. They neglected their children, and as a very 
small child, Tiffany was left to care for her even smaller brother. 
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Extraordinarily, Tiffany told me she knew from the beginning that there was 
something wrong with her parents. She did not have the sense of “that’s the 
way things are” that so many abused children have. She was constantly on the 
lookout for resources outside her family. She had many “substitute mothers” 
in her neighborhood. She took herself to Sunday school on Sundays. She 
vowed that she would never be like her parents, that she would be as nearly 
the opposite as possible. Courageous and determined, kind and empathic, she 
escaped an abusive marriage to live as a single mother and to do a fine job of 
raising her two daughters. First as a nurse, then as a therapist, she entered the 
helping professions. When I first met her, she had reached the limit of the 
coping strategies she had developed as a young girl. She had had several expe¬ 
riences of breakdown, been hospitalized, and was often suicidal. She had not 
felt helped by the psychiatrists and therapists she had seen, and had come to 
me in a last attempt to find a way through her suffering to a more satisfying 
way of being. 

As Tiffany told me her story, I sometimes felt overwhelmed by the 
darkness of her childhood. Her memories were fragmented and terrify¬ 
ing. She remembered someone trying to drown her in the bathtub, but 
couldn’t see a face to go with the hands. She dreamed of blood and 
knives and butchered babies, of being chased by monsters and knowing 
that they would certainly catch her. She dreamed of violence and betrayal 
and frustration. These images pursued her into her waking life; she expe¬ 
rienced repetitive imagery of her sexual abuse, and saw monsters waiting 
for her in the corners of her room when she tried to sleep. She was 
enraged, often suicidal, and drank to kill the pain, which only made her 
feel worse. 

During the time we worked together, I found myself wanting to give her 
things to help her hang on. I gave her pictures of angels to put in her bed¬ 
room to help chase away the monsters. I lent her a Jerusalem cross to put 
under her pillow. I gave her a rosary. I felt all along that she had a connection 
to the spirit as well as a powerful life force. She often told me that she didn’t 
believe in God, that she couldn’t believe in a God that would allow a child to 
suffer the way she had. At the same time, I thought she found it comforting 
that I did believe. She used to tease me gently about it, and I felt that was her 
way of connecting with my belief. 

We went through some very hard times together. During one of her 
worst periods, when she was deeply depressed and suicidal, I began to be 
afraid. I was afraid that she would attempt suicide and be successful at it— 
she had made at least one serious attempt before I knew her. I was afraid 
she might drive while drinking and hurt or kill herself and others. I felt that 
the work we were doing together was having no impact on her, and that 
perhaps she would not be able to survive the return of memory and feeling 
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that deep work brings. During one of my own darkest times, I had the fol¬ 
lowing dream. 


Prayer for Tiffany 

I am in a large room at the top of a building, a loft. I am 
wearing some kind of robe or toga. Tiffany comes in, draped in a 
sheet. She is in anguish, and she is supported on each side by a 
woman. At first she sits down on a couch, and begins to bend 
and writhe in agony. Then I signal the women to bring her over to 
a long table so that she can lie down. She stretches out on the 
table. I stand beside her and raise my arms to heaven in a ges¬ 
ture of prayer and supplication. The whole dream takes place in 
silence. 

I found this dream meaningful on a number of levels. First of all, the rit¬ 
ualistic feel of the dream reflected a sense I had that what I did in our work 
together had to come from the deepest possible place, because from a con¬ 
scious perspective I often had no idea what to do. I sometimes found the 
sheer intensity of her suffering intimidating. I often prayed for guidance and 
for her while we were in my consulting room together. As well, it seemed to 
reflect a point of connection between us. In some way, I connected Tiffany’s 
suffering with issues in my own life, especially with my mother, who had 
been in a great deal of emotional distress, and with myself in relation to her. 
Finally, the dream gave me the sense that we had joined together in a sacred 
task. The table seemed to be an altar, and she lay down on it like a sacrificial 
victim. Her willingness to do this suggested to me that underneath her appar¬ 
ent resistance, anger, and bewilderment, she had truly entered into the 
process. Her position on the altar seemed to me to reflect her deep suffering 
and victimization by her parents. As well, it reflected my sense of her own 
profound struggles and her willingness to be vulnerable to the process in 
which we were both engaged. It also reflected the sense I had that she would 
need to be willing to make an enormous sacrifice to be healed. She would 
need to sacrifice the complex coping mechanisms she had developed, her 
rigid exclusion of her own anger from conscious life (because she was so 
afraid of being like her parents), a picture of herself as having to be always 
good and never bad (as her parents were) that had sustained her through her 
childhood and youth, and her desperate attempts to control what emerged 
from the unconscious and frightened her greatly. In short, something was 
being sacrificed; her old self. The altar suggested the possibility of healing as 
well as sacrifice. On a more secular level, I also thought of the table as an 
operating table, which suggested to me the radical nature of the change that 
Tiffany was undergoing. It was surgery rather than recovery from the flu. 
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Reflecting on my gesture of raised hands, I felt that the dream offered an 
image of invoking help from the divine and the hope of getting it. We both 
seemed to be dressed for a religious ceremony, and there was no conversation 
throughout. My robe and her sheet suggested to me both a religious ceremony 
and a medical procedure, which seems an appropriate image for both therapy 
and healing. Finally, the spiritual atmosphere in the dream seemed to speak of 
the closeness of the divine, of archetypal energies. Remembering Lionel 
Corbett’s view that archetypal energies enter through the most wounded place 
because that is where the barrier between conscious and unconscious is weak¬ 
est, the dream represents the possibility of entry of archetypal energies into the 
psyche, both hers and mine—hers because of her own profound wounding, 
and mine because of my strong commitment to her, not just as a therapist but 
for some reasons that came from my own personal issues. 

This dream helped sustain me in my work with Tiffany. I felt that it 
affirmed my own integrity in the work, and my faith in a source other than 
my ego. I have often noticed that in working with very difficult and challeng¬ 
ing clients, there is the potential for inflation, a sense of my own heroic efforts 
and importance in doing such difficult work. I suspect this is a compensation 
for my own suffering in the work. However, what is necessary for such work 
is the kind of humility that allows one to work from the deepest possible 
place, so that energy that is not the ego’s can come through. This is especially 
important with clients who have had to manage great suffering psychically. 
Their defensive systems are so complex, their rage and sorrow are so pro¬ 
found, that understanding and knowing what to do from the ego’s standpoint 
is impossible. This kind of work depends more than others on inspiration, and 
on an incursion of energy from the divine. It is not uncommon for me to 
pray during sessions; one of the most important contributions training as a 
spiritual director has made to my work as a therapist is the strong sense that 
the divine is present in the therapeutic field. In Jungian work, one is waiting 
for the unconscious to manifest itself in the field. The field itself emerges as a 
process involving the unconscious of both client and therapist. 1 What emerges 
comes from both, and at best from the deepest in both so that the therapist 
can speak from her or his own deepest place to the client’s deepest place. In 
the work of spiritual direction, one is waiting for the will of the divine to 
manifest itself. Though in the end there is a great deal of overlap between 
these points of view, the sense that the divine is present in the process also 
allows one to call on the divine for help. This is an active psychic process that 
can assist waiting for something to emerge, and I have found it supporting 
and sustaining. 2 

After ten years of work together. Tiffany began to heal. She began to 
trust herself and others. She was able to be angry without feeling guilty. She 
developed a sense of well-being. This was especially noteworthy because she 
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had developed serious physical difficulties that caused her to experience a 
great deal of pain. Nevertheless, her love for life was finally able to flourish, 
and she was able to address the difficulties of life as ordinary rather than over¬ 
whelming. All along, we had talked about her relation to the divine. I had 
suggested on several occasions that she might enjoy attending the Unitarian 
Church, with its emphasis on ethics and values rather than transcendence. She 
had strong ethical views, and I thought she might enjoy the company of 
others—loneliness was an ongoing problem. Though she didn’t absolutely 
reject this idea, nothing ever came of it. Though she had attended Sunday 
school completely on her own, her adult point of view was still that of suspi¬ 
cion of any notion that there might be a God that she could be in contact 
with. She knew I prayed for her and she appreciated it, but she was not able 
to pray for herself. However, towards the end of our work together, she had 
the following dream. 


The Test 

I am taking a series of exams to qualify as a therapist. It is 
the last day of the exams. I hear a voice telling me that the final 
question on the exam is also the most important question on the 
exam. The question is: Why do you believe in God? The voice 
tells me that the answer must be twenty-three pages long. I say, 

“But I don't believe in God.” 

On the face of it, this is a discouraging dream. Tiffany is being asked a 
crucial question and she doesn’t know the answer. In fact, from her stand¬ 
point in the dream, the question is impossible to answer. Given her views, 
she has no resources from which to construct an answer. Since the question is 
the most important question on her qualifying exam, it sounds as if she may 
fail. This interpretation makes it a “bad” dream. It seems to be a God-deny¬ 
ing dream, a dream that reasserts her nonbelief in God. However, if we think 
of the dream from the standpoint of the dynamics of the psyche, it looks very 
different. Something in Tiffany does believe, and is telling her that this is the 
most important issue. The dream represents a demand from the Self to the 
ego that the ego is apparently unable to satisfy. In a sense, the ego is always 
unable to satisfy this demand. It can never explain why it commits itself to a 
relationship with the divine, because there are no adequate reasons for doing 
so. The ego depends on the authority of the Self for this commitment. This 
absolute conflict between the ego and the Self is connected with a profound 
issue that is raised in work with people like Tiffany. Like Tiffany, we want to 
ask, “Why do the innocent suffer? What kind of God, especially a God who 
claims benevolence, could allow this to happen to a tiny child? Why can’t we 
eliminate suffering from the world?” These are questions from the point of 
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view of the ego. It is a merciful and benevolent question, nevertheless, it is 
limited by the ego’s point of view. There are so many possible answers to this 
question, but none of them satisfactory. Anyone who has taken a first-year 
philosophy course has probably heard and criticized all the standard argu¬ 
ments. Suffering makes us stronger, improves our character, is a punishment, 
brings some good in its wake. For those of us who actually witness the conse¬ 
quences of the profound suffering of small children, none of these answers is 
adequate. In fact, if any of these answers satisfy us, we have failed to grasp the 
depth of suffering that results from severe childhood abuse. We can never 
answer this question. Tiffany couldn’t answer it, yet the depth of her nature 
called to her to consider the possibility that she might be able to respond to it 
in some way. The dream presents a situation that necessitates the activities of 
the transcendent function, an apparent contradiction that cannot be resolved 
through reason either abstract or practical. The paradox lies in the conclusion: 
through the denial of belief, the possibility of belief is raised. When Tiffany 
and I talked about this dream, she laughed a little. She knew how I had 
hoped for her to be able to connect to the divine, and she realized the dream 
pointed in that direction even though she had always vehemently resisted it. 
It was then that I realized that she had in a sense fooled both me and herself 
all along. I said, “It’s not that you don’t believe in God, is it? You’re just 
completely enraged at God for all the things that happened to you.’’ She 
looked at me as if I’d finally solved a riddle both for herself and for me. 
Looking at me from under her eyelids, she said “maybe” in a dry but humor¬ 
ous way that meant yes. At was at this point she reminded me that when she 
was a child, she used to go to Sunday school by herself, while her parents 
were sleeping off their hangovers. She had told me this very early in our rela¬ 
tionship and, at the time, I had failed to grasp its significance. 

She was very puzzled by this dream. She knew it was important—it had a 
numinous feel. But the ego’s point of view in the dream coincided so com¬ 
pletely with her vehement denial of any belief in God that she couldn’t sort 
out why she thought it was so important. It wasn't until we talked about it 
that she realized that the dream was presenting her with the actual psychic sit¬ 
uation. Something in her, from which she mostly felt cut off, knew how 
important a connection with the divine was for her. It was “the most impor¬ 
tant question on the exam.” This was emphasized by its being an exam for 
qualification as a therapist. Becoming a therapist had always been central to 
her sense of becoming her authentic self. She has told me a number of times 
that she feels more like herself when she’s working with clients than at any 
other time. Thus the voice in the dream tells her that, from the point of view 
of what is most authentic in her, her belief in God is essential. In a sense, like 
the dark dream that I had while training as spiritual director, it's another 
head-on confrontation between the ego and the Selt. 
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What do these dreams tell us about the activities of the divine in the 
psyche? They tell us that the divine is finely attuned to our individual needs. 
This means that the divine can work both for and against ego strength, 
depending on what is needed in the moment. Spiritual life is often described 
as ego loss or relativization of the ego. However, we also need ego strength. 
Ann Belford Ulanov, in her collection The Functioning Transcendent, often 
points out that development of the ego-Self axis results in strengthening of 
the ego; the ego is not rigid, but flexible. The ego is able to use the Self as a 
resource. One knows one doesn’t need to do everything through the use of 
will and consciousness, but can depend on the Self for support, inspiration, 
and direction. The dreams of Heather and Jane in chapter four showed us the 
Self/divine at work in the psyches of two women who were in crisis and on 
the verge of falling into despair. In both instances, their capacities to deal with 
the world as well as their faith in God were enhanced by these dreams. In the 
two dreams in chapter six, Jake’s dream about Jesus being unable to reach the 
child and mine about the terrible sound, which seem darker and counter to 
the ego’s needs, the Self/divine is challenging the ego: it is challenging the 
ego's rigidity, its limited picture of the world, its denial of the reality of the 
divine. Both of these dreams leave us wondering about the outcome. We do 
not see the resolution that is characteristic of the completed activity of the 
transcendent function. Rather, there is recognition of the tension between 
the opposites, which occurs while holding both and not denying either, 
which can stimulate the activity of the transcendent function. Tiffany’s dream 
is one of these: a dream of the transcendent function, or, from a spiritual 
standpoint, grace, in process. The opposites are clearly present: the most 
important question on the exam for the most important activity in Tiffany’s 
life is a question that presupposes a faith she does not have and indeed denies 
she has. Does the questioner know something she doesn’t? Is this the seifs 
way of approaching her, through the work she loves? She denies her belief, 
but her main feeling in the dream was surprise. To pass the exam, she must 
address the question to which she currently has no answer. This is the transe- 
cendent function at work. 



This page intentionally left blank. 




8 

Grace’s Grace-Filled 
Journey 


This is the story of a long-term client, an extraordinary woman with 
extraordinary dreams and experiences. When she gave me permission to write 
about her life, she asked if I would call her Grace. It seemed entirely appro¬ 
priate. 

This case presentation is from my private practice rather than my practice 
in spiritual direction, and I have chosen it because it provides an excellent 
illustration of the psychological development that leads towards spiritual life, 
and of the appearance of specifically spiritual material in dreams. 

Grace first came to me a number of years ago. A writer, she had recently 
moved to Vancouver. She was in a relatively new and difficult relationship, 
her mother had recently died, she did not know many people in Vancouver, 
and she was in great distress: anxious, sad, and depressed. She had mixed feel¬ 
ings about the death of her mother, who had been a depressed, narcissistic, 
and demanding parent. Grace felt both relief and grief, as well as lost. Her 
father had died several years before. When she first began to see me, Grace 
was forty-three. She had lived in both Canada and the United States and con¬ 
siders herself both Canadian and American. Her religious background is 
Unitarian, which is somewhat unusual in Canada. 

There are themes in Grace’s life; the first and most important one has to 
do with boundaries. Grace’s mother had very poor boundaries; she had diffi¬ 
culty distinguishing between Grace and herself, and Grace was expected to 
mother her mother. Her parents had separated and her father had abandoned 
the family, leaving them in extreme financial difficulty. Soon after this aban¬ 
donment, Grace’s only sister, who was older than Grace, left as well. This left 
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Grace with her mother, who was often so depressed she was unable to get out 
of bed; she was also verbally abusive. Grace had the sense she was keeping her 
mother alive; her mother talked a great deal about “being at the end ol her 
rope,” of “not being able to go on,” hence the threat of suicide was in the 
air. Grace’s mother was jealous and envious of her youth, her intelligence, 
and her artistic ability. Though she did very well at school, Grace did not 
receive praise at home. Nothing she could do, and she did quite a lot, was 
ever good enough for her mother, who was endlessly critical and rejecting, 
saying things like “You don’t know what love is” when she was displeased 
with Grace. When Grace saw her father, he too was demanding, critical, and 
cold. Cruel and sadistic towards his children when he lived at home, his cold¬ 
ness towards Grace and her mother after the separation was so extreme that 
he left them penniless. Grace had to go to him and beg for money for food. 
The result of all this for Grace was a diminished sense of self and entitlement 
and a history of people taking advantage of her with her permission. She was 
endlessly helpful, offering her considerable skill as a writer to others as an 
editor and sounding board while not taking time to do her own work. She 
had many friends who would call and talk for hours, unloading their troubles 
on her without giving her anything emotionally in return. Her relationship 
with her partner was difficult and she had trouble asserting her need for 
autonomy and privacy. She was very unhappy about all this, but had only 
recently become sufficiently aware of it to try and stop it. 

Another related theme was Grace’s bad judgment about people. 
Desperate for love, Grace allowed herself to trust the untrustworthy and had 
been hurt over and over again both personally and professionally. She had not 
been able to develop much discernment around who cared about her and 
who didn’t, or who would respect her work and who wouldn’t, so she had 
been unable to protect herself. 

My portrait will not be representative unless I add that there is something 
quite special about Grace. She has a kind of glow, an aura of intelligence, wit, 
and spirit that is unusual. One can feel the presence of a very individual sensi¬ 
bility. I suspect this is one reason Grace’s mother “chose” Grace rather than 
her sister as her support. As Alice Miller describes such situations in The 
Drama of the Gifted Child, her mother wanted to appropriate Grace’s intu¬ 
itiveness and vital spirit, and, for a time, she did. 

This is Grace’s presenting dream. 

Big Baker 

For the first time I dream that I am other than myself, and not 
at all surprised to be a six-foot-six woman in a juicy, round figure 
and face, with an untamed flop of golden hair—round and soft 
and full of life. And a baker of bread in what feels like an olden 
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time, but the only world I see is my huge kitchen of wood and 
brick, with stove fires roaring warmly. A crew of six small 
scrawny bakers, men and women, and all whiny, with pinched 
faces, come to me with the general complaint—they have in their 
hands small shrivels of unused and unusable dough. It’s waste 
that costs them that the small bakers can’t do anything about. 

And I tell them, “It’s good for something.” Then I take all the 
scrap dough in my hands, rolling it all into one. The dough not 
only makes a loaf, but one large golden loaf baked right in my 
hands. And so I say, “It’s for life." 

This dream contains many of Grace’s issues, both dark and light. It con¬ 
tains her aspiration to fully inhabit the feminine, her need to be her own 
mother, her need for life. It shows that even though she feels consciously 
depressed and unable to care for herself in the way she’d like, she has 
immense inner resources that can help the poor little whiny skinny parts. She 
knows how to solve the problem of wasted dough, she knows how to make a 
big nourishing loaf out of scraps. Grace has dreamed of herself as the Divine 
Mother. What is especially interesting about this dream is the intensity of the 
contrast between Grace’s conscious attitude and her identification with the 
Divine Mother in the dream. She is large, she is creative, she is resourceful, 
and at the same time, she is not inflated. Grace’s dream is not of archetypal 
identification, but of being able to embody the archetype while at the same 
time being able to maintain contact with her ego self. 

Later in the same month, Grace had the following dream. 

Gelatinous Murk 

I wake up feeling the presence of something and see at the 
end of my bed, to the left-hand side, a large grim cloud hovering 
above the floor. Oozing greyness, this gelatinous murk ripples as 
it hovers, the undulations showing different light and colors, not 
reflected from without but from within, revealing colors and parts 
of my mother, who died almost a year ago—her hair, her skin, a 
turquoise dress I made for her. I am sick with terror and don’t 
move. Suddenly I hear a deep male voice calling my name into 
my right ear, and I wake up. 

This vivid image of her mother’s unhappiness and her enveloping quali¬ 
ties evoke a sense of impending spiritual death: Grace is terrified. Perhaps the 
murk is what it felt like to be around her mother—bits and pieces of a human 
being embedded in a dark, threatening goo. Perhaps it is an image of Grace’s 
inner mother, not nourishing but terrifying and potentially overwhelming. 
An interesting detail of this dream is the left-right symbolism: the murk is on 
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Grace’s left hand, while the deep masculine voice that calls her name and calls 
her into consciousness is in her right ear. As we shall see, the divine is repre¬ 
sented most often as a masculine figure in Grace’s dreams. One thinks too of 
Sartre’s concept, much (and rightly) criticized by feminists, of slime as femi¬ 
nine, as being in itself rather than being for itself, opposed to consciousness 
and even dangerous to it . 1 

Two months later, Grace had the following dream. 


The Burned Man 

I am at the window of my house, but it doesn’t feel like 
home: I live here, but it belongs to someone else and I am only 
someone passing through town. But there is a pleasure to being 
here, one that connects me to this place, that I get from watching 
a shop at the corner. There’s a nice man who works there, who 
owns the place: an ordinary man with great kindness. He 
watches out over the neighborhood, making sure everyone is 
okay and giving the poor kids candy, and I watch him watch. 

But I also see the kids, hiding behind the shop, making fun of 
him, and suddenly his shop is burning down. The kids he gave 
candy to have set his shop on fire. In the wreck there are people 
hurt and burned beyond recognition. But I know which one the 
man is. Even though he can’t speak and his body is burned over 
with a black crust, I can feel him alive inside; I can feel the force of 
his emotions. Those same ones pound inside my chest. By plac¬ 
ing my hand above his chest I feel that he has love in him, and a 
great heart; that is how I know it’s the shopkeeper. By heart. 

Everyone cares for the shopkeeper, but it seems there’s 
nothing to do, and there’s nothing he can do; he can’t even wear 
clothes to protect himself. So he lies naked in a bed draped with 
gauze. I come and see him, to talk to him and be with him. 
There’s more I want to give him but it seems there’s nothing he, 
being so badly burned, can receive. And so I pluck from my 
dress, from my chest, a pearl button and I lay it on his chest. It 
seems that it’s all I have to give, and it’s so little. But on him, on 
the burned man’s chest, the pearl button melts. I am so worried 
that I’ve only hurt him more, I want to take the button back, but 
the button has grown. It now stripes his body with mother of 
pearl, and his burned flesh turns into stripes of ebony, entirely 
covering his body. And it is his body: he’s no longer human but a 
human work of art. And protected and beautiful. And so I watch, 
thrilled with wonder, as he rises and begins to move and live. 

This dream seems to represent Grace’s adjustment to life as a “nice” 
person, giving out candy to apparently grateful children who turn out not to 
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be so grateful after all. The children are angry, spiteful, and destructive, much 
like Grace’s experience of the friends to whom she gave her time and sup¬ 
port, and by whom she was badly treated. It also seems to have to do with 
Grace’s rage, her furious child who wants to burn that nice person who 
doesn’t see to it that her real needs are fulfilled but rather gives her candy. 
This rage is expressed in the children’s tormenting behavior. Finally it also 
expresses her powers for transformation, the power of her giving him a small 
but significant pearl, which seems to have both the qualities of the widow’s 
mite and the pearl of great price . 2 Both of these are images of love and/or 
soul, and when Grace gives hint soul, when she makes this compassionate 
connection with him, he is not only healed but also transformed. Grace was 
very interested in the image of the pearl, and I suggested to her that she get a 
pearl for herself. The next time I saw her, she had found a lovely pearl 
brooch that spoke to her sense of the dream, and she continues to wear it 
with pleasure. 

Three months later, Grace had the following dream, which she experi¬ 
enced as deeply significant and transforming. 

The Living Lake 

On a warm summer evening I am walking up north in the 
wilderness with a beautiful young man who has black curly hair 
and brown eyes like melting chocolate. He is strapping, buoyant, 
spirited, and loving. He feels like he is my new love, my mate. 

The place becomes familiar, and I know I am near the lake 
where my family cottage used to be. But instead of taking the 
road, I want to take a new way, through the wilds. And my young 
man is game. We follow the sound of rushing water and come to 
small swirling rapids, and I know the lake is on the other side. I 
can see it and the encircling trees are richer and greener than I 
ever knew them, and the lake a deep blue. 

With my young man on my right I suddenly feel the pres¬ 
ence of a woman on my left. The Lady of the Lake, she beams at 
us with her large, luminous green eyes. She wears nothing but 
long curling red hair, and stands tall and broad and round in the 
lake. She is a part of it, as if it were her skirt. Right away I know 
she is a magic being, and without saying a word, my young man 
knows, too. The feeling of her presence is like being near solid 
strength. In her hands she holds a fish, a black cooked salmon 
with shimmering red and blue colors on it. The Lady of the Lake 
in her rich voice tells us, “This is the lake of life.” She dips the 
salmon into it, and as the water touches it, the fish turns silver 
and shimmery—uncooked—comes back to life and swims away. 

I turn and look at my young man and in his eyes I see nothing 
but love. And so I take off my clothes and wade deep into the 
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water of the lake of life, feeling the warm sandy bottom on my 
feet, and cooling waters. 

When I walk out on the shore, I look down and notice my 
belly is large and hanging low; I’m pregnant from a walk in the 
water. And so I wade back into the lake, feeling that this magic 
comes and goes, and touch of water will undo this pregnancy. 

But when I come out, I am massively, hugely pregnant. The Lady 
of the Lake takes one look at my belly and says “It’s a girl.” I 
touch my belly and feel how solid and firm I am with a baby girl 
inside me. There's something of a trick going on here, and my 
own foolishness, I feel. And so I look at my young man and he 
beams back at me with the joy of love. And we say without 
words, as if our thoughts speak aloud, “A girl that comes from 
this magic is one to keep.” As soon as I hear the thought I know 
it’s true. 

This dream marked a turning point for Grace. There is a sense of 
returning home, “through the wilds,” the unconscious, joined with a beauti¬ 
ful and developed masculine figure. Perhaps the most powerful part of the 
dream is the appearance of the Lady of the Lake, a divinely powerful mater¬ 
nal image whose skirt is the lake of life, life so powerful that it has the power 
to bring a cooked and blackened salmon back to life, and to impregnate 
Grace just through her being in it. This is a highly feminine version of 
divine conception, making it clear that it is not only the patriarchal God 
who has the power to bring about the birth of the soul. The Lady of the 
Lake is reminiscent of the Big Baker in Grace’s presentation dream , 3 and the 
blackened fish of the burned shopkeeper in the Burned Man dream, before 
his transformation into a living being in pearl and ebony. There is imagery 
here of both birth and rebirth. The rebirth of what has been burned and the 
birth of a divine child through being immersed in magical water give this 
dream a strong alchemical feel. 

Grace experienced this dream as powerful and numinous. She literally 
felt different when she woke up than she did upon going to sleep. She felt 
that she had more life, that something had lifted. In the dream she plunges 
into the waters of life, with all the associations of baptism, the alchemical 
bath, and thriving organic life. She experiences the divine marriage and her 
pregnancy with her own soul. Grace’s first powerful dream experience with 
the divine was with a golden figure, who appeared in a dream she had as a 
child. Her need for the feminine divine is clear from her presentation dream, 
as well as from her clearly inadequate mothering and indeed suffering at the 
hands of her mother. Notice that both the Big Baker and the Lady of the 
Lake are large women. Large women represent for her an abundance of life 
and energy and, finally, her own capacity to become pregnant with herself. 
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Like Joseph to Mary, her young man is with her in a loving way, but the 
conception takes place without him, and before the final loving gaze that sol¬ 
emnizes their union. Synchronously, Grace’s reality reflected the images from 
her unconscious. Grace had recently told me that when she imagined her 
ideal therapist, before she ever came to see me, she imagined a large woman 
with a round face, dark hair in a bun, an American with intellectual interests. 
She told me that when I first opened the door to her, she “recognized” me. 
Grace needed a substantial feminine presence in real life as a support and as a 
“way in” to her relation to the divine, and she got one. I say “got” rather 
than “found” because she had a strong sense of something having been given 
to her without having had to search exhaustingly and exhaustively. 

Four months later, Grace started having another kind of dream about her 
relation with the divine, one that introduces the masculine divine. 


Golden Boys in the Basement 

It’s late and I am still working, doing a kind of quality control, 
checking over lyrics, making sure there is some kind of meaning 
or substance in an important piece of pop music for a record 
company in a fancy glass building. Yet again I’m working late, 
wearing a plain golden dress, alone, tired, and driven. Then sud¬ 
denly I hear the sound of others in a building where no one else 
should be. And I follow the noises, without any fear, but an 
aching curiosity drawing me on. The sounds take me to the back 
of the new glass building, and I find it was built onto an old fac¬ 
tory from the turn of the century. 

Down the stairs I follow the noise, and the lower I go the 
older the building is, like something out of Dickens, and then with 
medieval brick and stonework. Finally, at the bottom of the stair¬ 
well I come out into an old Roman underground aqueduct, glow¬ 
ing from a golden light. And I know it must be a magic place. 
There are three young teenage boys working here, collecting old 
classical music—Bach, Brahms, Mozart, Mahler—these boys 
have all of it, the most gorgeous music there has ever been. And 
the boys, too, are magical: golden skinned with golden eyes. 
One of them, with shiny brown hair and dark eyes looks at me 
like a shy boy feeling beaming love. And I see that they are all 
looking at me like that—they have always loved me, and have 
unearthed this music for me. And as they uncovered it below I 
knew it above and used it to turn into pop music. Never was I 
doing “quality control,” as I thought. 

I feel so badly that they cared for me all along, working 
harder for me than I did, and I never knew. So I take all their 
records in a wooden box, and sadly, nearly grieving as I go, 
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leaving them behind, I carry all their music up with me so the 
golden boys don't have to work any more for me. 

This dream, with its images of the divine masculine working in the deep 
unconscious, generating creativity that is turned into trivial “pop music,” made 
Grace feel very sad. It made her even sadder to think that she had to lose 
touch with them. She interpreted her taking the records away as her feeling 
that she had to do everything through consciousness and will, thus depriving 
herself of the contact with the deeper levels that she longed for. In light of this 
dream, she resolved to have more respect for her own creativity and its life, 
which she had given away to others in such quantity, used for trivial purposes 
and not honored and taken possession of as she had wanted to. 

This dream is especially interesting for its introduction of golden boys 
from the classical period as the deepest level. These magical boys come from a 
pre-Christian time, when the connection between the aesthetic and the reli¬ 
gious was as important as the connection between the moral and the reli¬ 
gious, and not viewed with the suspicion that characterizes a substantial aspect 
of the Christian attitude towards the pleasurable rather than didactic aspect of 
art. Grace connects the creative and the divine. This is a dream that specifi¬ 
cally emphasizes her relation to her work and to creative life, and a dream in 
which magical teenaged boys play exactly the same part that an anima figure 
would play in the dream of a man. I have long suspected that the animus can 
be a creative resource for women, as the anima is for men. For men, the 
anima is often a guide, leading a man into his unconscious and introducing 
him to his creativity or deepening his relation to it. In Grace’s dream, she is 
lured into the depths by the sounds of the golden boys’ activities and finds 
them working on her behali. Unlike many anima dreams, these young men 
are not elusive or seductive but loving and reassuring: they have always loved 
her, always been there for her. Interestingly, one of the first dreams Grace 
vividly remembers from childhood is about a golden boy; they really have 
always been there for her. It’s also interesting that Grace is now wearing a 
plain golden dress. She seems to have incorporated some of the golden femi¬ 
nine that characterized the Big Baker in her presentation dream as she moves 
into relation with the masculine. 

Like the others, this dream is meaningful on three levels. On the existen¬ 
tial level, Grace had to use her creativity to survive in her difficult life rather 
than for its own sake, yet it continued to serve her. This dream also reflects 
Grace’s sense of always having had to work very hard (she had worked since 
she was fifteen), being able to be expansive in a sense (an important piece of 
pop music in a fancy glass building) but engaged in “quality control” on 
things that were not of great intrinsic importance, such as editing the work of 
others. On the inner level, it reflects Grace’s having had to identify strongly 
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with her ego, using effort and will to live, and being able to reconnect with 
deeper sources only to feel she could not stay with them; she still has to keep 
working and trying, using what could be profound and meaningful (Bach, 
Mahler) to turn into pop music—whatever she needed just to get along. 
Finally, the dream contains the image of the young masculine divine—and 
quite a lot of it, continuing to work for her even as she consciously discon¬ 
nects from it—and locates a part of Grace’s spiritual sensibility in the classical, 
pre-Christian world. 

One month later, she had the following dream. 

Aristotle Visits 

I am working late, alone, in the kitchen on a project, trying to 
figure out how to defend and protect ideas I’m developing. 
Suddenly at the doorway that leads into the hall I see an old man 
with flashing blue eyes, wearing a toga. I know him from a dream 
I had years ago, and love him, feeling in his presence that his 
wisdom transfers to me. I pull back the curtain to have a closer 
look at the wise old man, and as I look at him I can hear him 
speak without any words—a warning that someone is coming to 
the door. Right then, the aging owner of the building is at the 
apartment door having been wandering the building, lost, look¬ 
ing disheveled, and thinking this is his apartment—and wanting 
to come in. Normally I would be nice and let the fellow in, but I 
know I have to get him out. I say, “It’s not your home,” and close 
the door. Without looking at the wise old man, I can see him and 
this is right, and right away I wake up. 

Grace experienced this dream as numinous, and it worked for her on 
every level. On the existential level, it specifically mentions her work, which 
is no longer on pop music but on her own ideas. She is trying to discover 
how to protect and defend them, how to hold her boundaries. The wise old 
man’s presence allows her to do this, to throw out the disheveled building 
owner rather letting him in out of “niceness.” I suspect the building owner is 
also an image of Grace’s father, who only valued her for her physical attrac¬ 
tiveness and “femininity” and not for her true sell. 

At the inner level, this dream presents Grace in her ego self having incor¬ 
porated herself as a creative person discovering her relation to the Wise Old 
Man and the way in which he can help her to be discerning about what she 
includes and what she leaves out. She doesn’t have to just let anything that 
knocks come in. It also introduces the idea that she is capable of wisdom, that 
she has her own resources to call on. Grace later identified the Wise Old Man 
as Aristotle; this indicates Grace’s growing conscious respect for her own 
mind. Grace is an extremely intelligent and witty woman with considerable 
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education, but she has tended to underestimate and underrepresent this aspect 
of herself. 

From the standpoint of her relation to the divine, this is another mascu¬ 
line figure from the classical period. She felt strongly she wanted to come 
into stronger relation with him, and I suggested she make a drawing of him 
and use it like an icon in a simple meditative practice, which she did. Upon 
later reflection, she identified him as Aristotle and began to read Aristotle. 
She found his work on aesthetics resonant and meaningful, and continues to 
read him. 

Partly as a result of her increased contact with the divine and the 
increased ego strength it gave her, Grace began to confront her rage. 

Young Rage 

I’m going to the corner store in the late evening, having 
worked too late, and I’m angry at my work partner for ruining the 
work, which I had to redo. I enjoy the view of the store as I stand 
in the parking lot looking through the window at the abundance 
within the shop. It makes me want to act and so I go to the 
phone booth and start to call my working partner to tell him how 
angry I am, and sort this out. I look over my shoulder to make 
sure I’m safe. There is someone there watching me, a young 
man, tall with a broad chest, waiting in the shadows. I realize 
he’s me and I stand there, stunned, shocked, and frightened. 

He starts coming for me, zooming not walking. And I see he 
wasn’t in the shadows at all—he himself is made of the darkness. 

He stands right before me, an inch away, this black figure of 
youth. I feel him touch me, although he hasn’t. I feel the smooth¬ 
ness of his T-shirt, the tightness of his stomach muscles, and the 
rage inside his belly, and how young he is. I feel this because his 
rage is now also inside my belly. 

And I stand my ground. I know I could swing a good right 
hook at him. But he knows this too. As soon as I show no fear, he 
backs away. Now he stands under the light in the parking lot, but 
he is still only darkness. Then he steps out and vanishes as a 
shadow in the night. 

Calmer now, I decide not to call my work partner, because 
I’m ready to talk face to face, and ready to bring changes to the 
work, not merely fix what was there before. 

In this dream, Grace confronts her anger head on. This is important for 
her, since being “good” has been one of the burdens of her life. She is afraid 
of the power of her anger and experiences its strength. Doing this is transfor¬ 
mative for her; she is ready to face her work partner with a new approach. In 
this dream, Grace experiences the complexity and resilience of her own 
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being. She begins with fear, goes on to perception and courage, and finally 
reaches a kind of resolution, which seems to occur as a result of her choosing 
to be conscious and stand her ground. 

Four months later, Grace entered into a struggle with evil. 


Four Evil Men 

I step outside my apartment building to enjoy the early fall 
evening, the sunset, the children rushing up the hill, so innocent. 
Suddenly I see a man across the street who’s tall, solid, plain, 
and dressed in a trench coat and boots. He’s hiding in the 
bushes, watching the children. Instinctively, I know this is not 
good. I look down the road and I see another man who looks just 
like the first, and this one is hiding by a tree, watching the chil¬ 
dren. Now I know I must look up the road, and there I see yet 
another man, nearly identical, beside a car. He’s also watching 
the children and waiting. And now I know there is one in each 
direction, and so there’s one near me. I don’t have to look any¬ 
more, for I can feel him by my building. 

Something’s wrong and something’s going to happen to the 
children. I am the only adult and I have to do something. But I 
don’t know what. I simply turn to the man near my building and 
talk to him normally, about the lovely evening. Then I go across 
the road to the man hiding in the bushes, and the first man fol¬ 
lows. I speak about the weather to the man in the bushes. Then I 
go downhill, to the man by the tree, and speak to him. Now I go 
up the hill to the man by the car and chat to him. And they have 
all followed me. The children keep on rushing by, going home, 
noticing nothing, but laughing—and innocent. 

Now I have the four men together, I can see their faces are 
bland, numb, and neutral: don’t seem human, they hardly seem 
alive to this life. I know they’re a kind of evil. And I now see that, 
where they were wearing a boot, they all have a horn growing 
out of their right feet. Now that I see what they are I know what I 
am to do. I raise my right foot and stomp down on one of the 
horns. I think it’s going to hurt—the horn might tear right through 
my own foot—but when I bring my foot down, the horn crumbles 
like an eggshell. Then I stomp all the horns down. When I am 
done I wake up with joy. 


Grace felt that she had lost her innocence at a very young age. She had 
been utterly unable to defend herself against her father’s contempt and criti¬ 
cism when he was present, and then was devastated by his abandonment. His 
cruelty and emotional sadism felt evil to her. She was left by him to care for 
her mother emotionally in order to have one even minimally functioning 
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parent. The men in Grace’s dream are dangerous, even demonic. She wants 
to save the children, and, as in the dream about her anger, her willingness to 
confront and even be aggressive with what she sees as dangerous and wrong 
for the children is successful. She is able to disarm the demons and save the 
children without injuring herself. Notice her willingness to sacrifice herself: 
she thinks it will hurt, but she must do it anyway. This willingness to sacrifice 
herself turns a situation of potential loss into a victory for the good. The chil¬ 
dren’s innocence is saved and she is unharmed and wakes up filled with joy. 
She has saved herself from evil as lifelessness, and brought more “child” 
energy into her life unharmed. 

One month later, she had the following dream. 

God Comes to Dinner 

I walk down a food aisle at my local grocery store, buying 
provisions. Behind me I notice a beautiful man, who’s tall, broad, 
and burly, dressed in a workman-like checked shirt, pants, and 
boots, but he has golden hair and golden eyes. And his skin, 
too, gleams golden—not painted like a gold statue, but because 
his blood is gold. I am struck by the great yet simple male 
beauty he is. 

I pick up a large carton of milk, and he smiles bashfully— 
yes. Then I pick up a large piece of fine cheese, and the golden 
man nods—yes. And I get bread and oysters, sweets and caviar, 
for our supper, all the while feeling very moved by his presence. 

At home in the kitchen we make dinner. And as we’re about 
to eat, he sits down, and for the first time I see how large he is. 

He’s massive. I am to him as a child. He takes me into his arms 
and sits me on his lap. He draws a finger across each of my eye¬ 
lids and says in a deep and sweet voice, “Let me take the clouds 
away.” I feel so loved, as if my heart will break into a whole new 
heart, and think to myself, “Thanks God, I always wanted love 
like this.” 

Grace’s golden boys and old man have now become a handsome young 
golden man, a man who can give her the love she needs. It seems clear that 
this is, for Grace, a relationship with the divine. This is her own sense of her 
dream, and the imagery is the kind of imagery that appears in the writings of 
the Christian mystics: the heart that breaks into a new heart, the love that 
finally satisfies. Many people who have been unloved and neglected as chil¬ 
dren feel that if only they could have enough love from another person, they 
would be healed. This is not the case; there is not enough human love in the 
world to fill that deficit in a wounded adult. The only love that suffices is 
divine love, which is infinite and healing. Grace’s version of the divine is 
appropriate to her: she focused on God’s earthly qualities. Her God loves 
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milk, cheese, caviar, oysters. He is a God of sensual pleasure and bounty, the 
kind of God she needs after her emotionally deprived childhood, abandoned 
by a father who didn’t even care whether there was enough food in the 
house. Notice too the correspondence between this image of God and 
Grace’s feminine image of God in the “The Big Baker.” Both are large, solid, 
strong—reassuring for the child of two cold narcissistic parents. Again, Lionel 
Corbett’s observation comes to mind: the divine enters through the wounded 
places in the psyche. 

After this, Grace had several dreams that seemed to focus on strengthen¬ 
ing her sense of self, not having to perform for others, and taking her own 
desires, especially her desire for creativity, seriously. These dreams appeared 
over a space of about two months. Then, four months later, she had the fol¬ 
lowing dream. 


The Golden Blue Man 

I am in the place which is my work studio. It’s a lovely white 
room that is three steps down off of a large Spanish-style home. 
On three sides are windows—walls of windows looking out onto 
a green world. In one corner of the room is a grand piano, in 
another an easel, another is an empty corner—for thinking—and 
I am in the last corner. I am dressed tweedy, with a jacket and 
glasses, looking very much the grand dame novelist. I am at a 
small wooden desk, writing a book by hand. 

In the middle of the room is a statue I made. It is a large 
deep-violet-blue man. A succulent man, round and jolly with a 
Buddha belly, and with a long, thick tapering tail. It’s slung over 
one arm like a toga’s train. The other arm is extended toward 
whoever walks down the stairs. I stare at him and walk around. 
He’s wonderful, aesthetically, yet I thought I did more than that. I 
thought there was more life, more magic. 

I turn away to brood on my lack of ability. And when I look 
back the statue has turned and looked at me. He's moved. I’m 
not sure of this, but as I step up closer I can see that his neck, 
his eyes, and parts of him that moved have turned to gold. I 
burst with joy. I did do more. 

And then a friend comes to visit. She’s dressed in black and 
there is a general grief about her—for her own life. She’s come to 
see the statue and she admires it genuinely, saying, “It’s very 
beautiful.” I tell her that it’s alive and say: “If you look at him long 
enough, he looks at you. There’s gold everywhere he’s moved.” 
And as she looks at the statue, I look at her. But she turns to me 
and says: “I don’t see it, don’t see the gold. But I believe you, 
because I feel it." I thank her and I also feel some failure. I need 
to work on this statue more. And I also feel compassion for her, 
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for her loss of hope. It’s clearer to me now—she thinks she'll 
never have love. 

This was a very important dream for Grace. Though at the time she was 
working in film and television, she also wrote and continues to write short 
stories and novels, and she feels this is her true calling. The dream affirmed 
her in that feeling. The tweedy novelist felt like her authentic self She also 
makes contact with the part ol herself that has been grieving over her difficult 
and painful life, and cannot yet sense the presence of the divine that Grace has 
created in the dream. This dream seems to present both hope and sorrow. 
There is a part of Grace that is still sorrowful, that cannot see the gold. But at 
the same time, what Grace has already done has given that part hope. Grace 
has created something that has connected with the life of the divine, that is 
not just a product of the ego. Grace has made the blue man, but he turns to 
gold spontaneously as he moves and looks at her. He is her creation, and also 
has life of his own. She sees him and he sees her. He seems to be an image of 
the divine, both transcendent and animal, and also has a jolly Buddha belly, 
another substantial image of the divine like the Big Baker and the Golden 
Man who comes to dinner. 

Grace worked with me for several years. She continued to develop, 
through her own inner work and her flourishing dream life, images of the 
divine that spoke to her. I would like to end Grace’s story by saying that, first 
of all, she has flourished in her life in the world. She is now happily married. 
She has a child. She is working on a book that has been highly praised by 
those who have seen the manuscript. Perhaps most importantly, she belongs 
to herself. Interestingly, her spiritual life, so unusual and varied in her dreams, 
is lived out in her waking life in relation to the Christian church. This is an 
illustration of the fact that commitment to a spiritual path that involves a par¬ 
ticular religious tradition by no means cripples creativity. It can do so in con¬ 
texts that are limiting in that they exclude any imagery other than that 
characteristic of their tradition, but many spiritual traditions, including some 
traditions within the Christian church, do not do so. And Grace continues to 
dream. This next dream, one of the last she had while we were working 
together, brings us almost to the end of her story. 

The Dream of Therapy with God 

I am alone and looking for help, where I don’t know, and 
help doing what, I have no idea. So I stop myself and look 
around, then I find myself in a place that no longer makes me 
feel alone. It’s not a kind of hiding place, but I am within a vast 
expanse of blue, like being inside the sky. 
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I sit myself down in a chair, a simple kind of office chair, and 
then I begin to speak as if I'm in therapy. Yet, I don’t find myself 
speaking about what sorrows or joys met me this week. I ask a 
primal and burning question: I can no longer write what I need 
to, but find myself in between the old way and a new one that 
does not exist, not even as an idea or a longing. That’s not even 
known. I say how I want to write something of meaning, some¬ 
thing of substance. I want to write life itself so that the reader 
experiences the work, the working, as alive—as an experience 
with the power and immediacy of their own existence. 

Just then, I notice a fish, that is bright orange like an over¬ 
grown goldfish, and it’s flying by my right side, near my head. 
Usually, I am completely terrified of fish, but not now. Because 
the fish is flying. It’s not actually flying but swimming, because 
this endless gorgeous blueness that I’m within is the ocean. I’m 
at the bottom of the ocean, breathing water as if it is air—and 
feels like it, too. Any fear I have about the fish passes, even my 
astonishment at the lack of terror, because I’m sharing the 
fish’s world. 

That’s when I notice I’m not talking in a therapeutic situation, 
yet soul searching, speaking aloud to myself alone. I sense a 
presence before me, sitting and listening. It is a presence that 
makes me feel more and more alive to be near it. And now I am 
aware of the feeling of this presence, of a being who is on the 
brink of appearing, and it is a buzzing and blurry phantom mani¬ 
festation of an old man who is vital, who has a powerful and end¬ 
less wisdom. He has a wild bush of white and grey hair, and a 
beard and the story I’m looking for. God has found it for me, and 
with me. 


The imagery of this dream strongly suggested to Grace and to me a 
descent into the deep unconscious, the bottom of the ocean. She is in a dif¬ 
ferent element, but she is at home there. Even though she is underwater, she 
can breathe. She has an important question and her way of dealing with it is 
very much the way a person of faith would enter into prayer. She sits down 
in a chair and begins to pour out her heart, even though apparently there is 
no one there. Gradually, a presence begins to materialize, a presence that is 
numinous and complex. The God who emerges has many features. From a 
Jungian standpoint, this is clearly a manifestation of the Self. From a Christian 
standpoint, this God seems to be related to the God of the Old Testament. 
But Grace describes him as a combination of Greek philosopher, Old 
Testament God, and Freud, Jung, and Blake's image of God. Though Grace’s 
dreams of the divine have included golden young men from classical Greece 
and Aristotle, this God seems to represent an amalgamation of her various 
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conceptions of spiritual life: philosophy, creativity, religious life, and therapy. 
She characterizes her relationship with this being as therapeutic: she is having 
therapy with God. And when she awoke, she felt different and has continued 
to feel different: more confident, more deeply in touch with herself. It is 
interesting to note that this is very much the conception of prayer that Ann 
Belford Ulanov offers in Primary Speech: “Desire leads each of us to begin 
praying from the premise of being, of who we are... .Surprises happen. We 
may discover we want more than we thought we dared. In the secret space of 
prayer, we may reveal to ourselves how much we want truth, beauty, love. In 
daily life, we usually hide from such desires, trying to protect ourselves from 
their urgency with cynical argument that those are merely childish hopes that 
life correctly disillusions. We may discover desire we did not know about or 
knew only dimly, desires that if followed would take us far off the path we 
have so carefully constructed .’’ 4 

Grace’s prayer is a prayer for creativity, for growth and authenticity in 
creativity. Grace’s Unitarian background did not emphasize prayer, and I sus¬ 
pect this is one reason it is described as therapy. As well, therapy has become 
very meaningful to her. She has experienced it as a spiritual journey. She 
came into therapy deeply wounded, angry, and alienated. Largely through her 
work with dreams, she has discovered healing in her own depths and contact 
with the divine. 

The shadow side of this dream lies in its subject matter and beauty. In 
order to survive her childhood with a highly narcissistic and intermittently 
suicidal mother, Grace developed the capacity to split off considerable por¬ 
tions of herself. Through our work, she has had wonderful dreams of divine 
energy, which she has struggled to bring into her everyday life of work and 
relationship. The images of this dream reflect not only the positive capacity to 
contact the divine at the deepest levels of the unconscious, but perhaps also 
the tendency or longing to escape from ordinary life into a relationship with 
the divine. For Grace, this gave rise to the danger of seeing herself as very dif¬ 
ferent from others, inevitably alone and/or unable to have deep relationship 
as a result of the withdrawal of eros deep within. 

This dream expresses Grace’s highly individual and creative relation to 
the divine in particularly eloquent form. First of all, it is a very beautiful 
dream, unambiguously about God. Second, Grace’s image of her relation¬ 
ship with God, a therapeutic relationship, suggests a way of viewing spiri¬ 
tual life that is meaningful to people who are theologically uneasy. The 
relationship with God that many of us were brought up with was an 
authoritarian one. God loves us, but God also has high and inflexible stan¬ 
dards by which we are judged. It has been a part of the Christian tradition 
in some of its aspects to have, historically, emphasized our sinfulness and 
God’s inevitable judgment to the exclusion of virtually everything else. To 
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believe in the love of God, we need to experience the love of God. The 
real-life experience Grace has had that was closest to the love of God has 
been the experience of our relationship. And what better, more contempo¬ 
rary image of the love of God than God as the perfect therapist. God the 
perfect listener, God the all-wise advisor, God whose presence provides us 
with a strengthened container for ourselves, our feelings, our creativity, 
God who has no countertransference except selfless, unconditional love, 
God whose great power is used on our behalf. In Primary Speech, Ulanov 
uses the notion of primary process, those thoughts and feelings that arise 
from our deepest sources and form the basis of therapeutic/analytic work. 
She believes that our prayers need to come front that level, from the most 
fundamental level of experience. We need to be in dialogue with God 
about what really concerns us and not present ourselves to God in some sort 
of ego- or persona-based version. In order to do this, we need an image of 
God that is utterly trustworthy. In Grace’s dream, she pours out her heart, 
her real concerns to God, and God hears her as the perfect therapist would 
hear her, the therapist who has the power not just to hear but also to heal. 
Analytic-based therapy shares with spiritual direction the sense that the 
therapist needs to be guided by the “third” in the room. In Christian spiri¬ 
tual direction, this presence is the Holy Spirit. In analytic therapy, it is the 
movement of both the client’s and therapist’s unconscious in the field of 
consciousness created in the therapeutic container. In Grace’s dream, God is 
both the therapist and the spirit, a therapist entirely worthy of the most pro¬ 
found trust and love. In the therapist God, there is no distance between the 
kind of complete and selfless attention the therapist aspires to, the actual 
presence of the therapist, and the most profound contact with the divine. 

The final dream is a recent dream of Grace’s. Though she has contin¬ 
ued to experience the presence of the divine in her dreams in various ways, 
this dream was the first dream in some time explicitly about God. And it 
was her final dream about God in our relationship. Grace’s work with me is 
finished. She has moved on with her life to more creativity, deeper rela¬ 
tionships and motherhood. 

Working with God 

I find myself in a large white room, an open space with a 
slanting roof, entirely composed of windows. It is an attic open to 
the sunlight that dazzles the room. There with me is a great 
broad man with a wild head of white hair, a rumpled face, and 
soulful brown eyes, wearing a white lab coat. He reminds me of 
a giant Einstein, and I know it has to be God. The way he looks 
at me at his side as he busily moves around the room makes me 
know that I am working for God, that I’m his assistant. Of course 
the real tip-off is that I’m also wearing a white lab coat. 
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God shows me what he made and what we two are working 
on, creating new beings. Lying on a bed, the bed I had as a 
child, are three figures. They look like wax baby dolls at first. As I 
step close to what kind of wonders God is up to I see that dolls 
are human and fleshy, and they aren’t babies but baby-sized 
beings with adult bodies, both male and female. Their faces 
aren’t worn, marred by time and hardship, but fresh and pure, 
like grown-ups who are magical babies again, and so are truly 
born again. They lie on the bed not breathing; but not dead, yet 
not alive. God tells me to get "the Animating Spirit.” At least that 
is what I think he said. He said it in Latin, I suspect. I’m not sure, 
but I get the gist, and I certainly don’t want to mess up, not on 
my first day on the job with God. I turn to God’s cupboard, a 
lovely old oak Gothic dish cabinet that I inherited from my 
mother, something she loved but never fit in the house because 
it was too big, but it fits in mine. Through the glass of the cup¬ 
board I see rows of sparks of light. Oh, no. They all look the 
same to me. Yet, I know that they are all the spirits and forces 
that God possesses, and they all look identical. But one. 

There is a warmer light, one that feels hot to me. “That must 
be the life force,” I think. I take it out of the cabinet cupped in my 
hands, holding the light like a butterfly, one of fire but never 
burning. Right away I present the light to God. He looks at me 
sideways like I’m a bit of a goof. “That’s not animating spirit,” he 
says, “that’s core of being.” For a moment I know that the light I 
have is not what is going to bring these new beings to life. And 
as that knowledge reaches me, it wakes me. 


Grace wrote a letter about her dream: 


I woke with a wonderful feeling of being aligned with God. 1 had always 
thought that being a writer, being an artist of any sort, was to be in league with 
the divine, and also made one need to be in league with God. Since I had had 
no great success with my writing, no child, and no work had come to life, I 
always felt far from God. This dream told me different, and continues to make 
me feel different: there’s a freshness and newness I feel all the time. I don’t even 
feel the energy-killing grind of editing and checking my work as badly as before. I 
was born in the dream. 

When I think about what the dream means, I quickly recall that all my life 
I’d struggled with “core of being. ” Always, the very center of myself was hidden 
from me, and often I thought it had been stolen from me. My mother used it. She 
ate my heart. What comes to mind is the time I first told her I was in therapy. 
She asked me what was wrong with me and I told her of my despair. She sud¬ 
denly started to cry, and I thought it was for me. But she sobbed as she told me 
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what her own analyst had found wrong with her: a sense of abandonmen t that she 
would never recover from. So, I had no knack of feeling for myself or really know¬ 
ing who I was, or feeling solid about that self-knowledge. Of course, dad was 
handy in the destabilization process. If I ever showed a spark of life, if I ever made 
anything he criticized it, and told me I was nuts or stupid. Usually both. He left 
when I was young, thirteen, and though he was wealthy, he made sure my mother 
and I didn ’t have enough. So I had to beg him for money, and went to get a part- 
time job at fifteen. My sister never defended me. And there were many, too many 
years which I spent pleasing people to get by, to survive. The dreams tells me I 
have done with that. 

The dream also tells me I mistake “core of being” for the animating force. It’s 
a mistake that brings hope to me for I now believe I am resolving my struggle to 
form the core of being and will be free to “see” other forces in God’s cupboard, 
beginning with the animating spirit. That’s what it will take to bring my work to 
life, to get it produced or published. And that’s what it will take to have a child. 
That’s what I need to come out into the world after so many years in my cloistered 
world of writing, for finding new friends, and enjoying and creating my new mar¬ 
riage and family. The dream was rich in that new energy. I think, too, the dream 
talks about my family. The clue to me here is that there are three beings to be 
born, and three is the number in my family; my mother, father and sister. Just 
recently, I reduced my ties to my last living relative, my sister, after years of bitter¬ 
ness and support—her bitterness and my support for her. I feel the dream says my 
ties with them, dead or alive, will change, will be born new as my life turns from 
“core of being” to face “the animating spirit.” 

And so I return to my writing knowing that I’ve developed rich, complex, 
honest characters who populate my stories, and provide my work with a number of 
“cores of being.” I’ll return to my desire to have a child with my hope reborn as 
faith. All I need is inspiration, energy, vitality, the essential magic of life. 


In Grace’s final dream and her commentary on it, we can see the growth 
that has taken place. Now Grace is God’s assistant, a job description that 
applies to all of us. The divine needs us to embody it, to act for it. It needs 
human instruments to work in the world. And in order for us to fulfill that 
task, in order, to put it in Jungian terms, for the ego-Self axis to be well 
developed, we need a sense of core of being, through which can be chan¬ 
neled animating spirit. We can see this in terms of our abilities to both be 
authentic and creative, and help others. Therapists and spiritual directors talk 
about the presence of a third force in the personal relationship that character¬ 
izes these ways of working. Analysts and therapists often refer to the uncon¬ 
scious as if it were an autonomous being. Some analysts refer to the space 
between analysts and analysands as “the field” where something is created that 
is the result of the activities of the psyches of both analyst and analysand. 
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Spiritual directors talk about the will of God. However it is described, it is 
not accessible to or created by the will of either person in the relationship. It 
has a spontaneous life of its own, and it brings the capacity for consciousness 
and healing. We can also see it in terms of our inner development into whole 
persons. The spontaneous changes that occur in us as a result of, as Jung 
would put it, the transcendent function, or as Christians would put it, grace, 
comes to us more easily if we do not fear it, and having a well-developed 
core of being, which includes a sense of already being connected to the 
divine, is a great help in diminishing fear. 

Grace is a woman who has always had access to her unconscious, but her 
work with her own dreams gave her greater access, and allowed the psyche to 
exercise its own tendency towards development and healing. Her work with 
her dreams removed her from the gelatinous murk of her enmeshment with 
her mother and made her God’s assistant, which in turn gave her back her 
own life so that she could finally live it with the pleasure and energy she was 
capable of, giving and receiving love abundantly and living out her own cre¬ 
ativity in the way that is most authentic for her. 




9 

Transference and 
Spiritual Connection 


From a Jungian standpoint, it can be argued that all analytic and thera¬ 
peutic work is a form of spiritual activity. Lionel Corbett takes the position 
that, since a great deal of human suffering is caused by the archetypes 
attempting to incarnate, even therapy that seems to be focused on issues that 
are not explicitly spiritual are nevertheless spiritual in the end. However, it is 
also true that there are points at which the work becomes explicitly spiritual: 
the client is consciously concerned with his or her relation to the divine. This 
is the stated focus of spiritual direction, and it can also happen in the course of 
analysis/therapy. 

One of the features of a context that makes it possible for clients to 
approach the divine is the quality of the transference and countertransference. 
That is, with some clients and therapists/analysts/spiritual directors, the divine 
calls to the divine. In chapter 8, the story of Grace’s essentially spiritual jour¬ 
ney began with her having a sense of recognition when we met. It is my 
sense in such situations that there is a sense of spiritual “call” on the part of 
both client and therapist, a sense that the relationship is meant to be, that fate 
has brought them together. Interestingly, though Grace and I have had a long 
and rewarding relationship, she has seldom dreamt about me. I believe this is 
because, first of all, she has such a strong sense of following her own individ¬ 
ual path, and she produces rich imagery that is uniquely hers. She has done 
both of these since she was a child. She did not need me in her dreams to 
stand in until she had created an image for herself. As well, she is conscious of 
relating to me as a spiritual mother and has been from the beginning; this 
does not have to be revealed to her in dreams. However, in my experience 
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this is not typical. Usually, the relationship gradually develops a depth that 
allows the client to experience the therapist/analyst/spiritual director as a spir¬ 
itual parent or spiritual guide. This is often necessary in order that the client 
deepen her or his relation to the divine: in the same way the therapist can 
“hold” the projection of the good parent until the client can internalize it, he 
or she can also “hold” the projection of the divine until the client develops 
her or his own relation to it. Eventually, this kind of relationship needs to be 
conscious to avoid the destructive possibilities inherent in it. 1 If it can be 
made conscious, it leads to a new dimension in the work. 

In many myths, the hero has both a biological and a spiritual mother. 
The spiritual mother is a kind of spiritual midwife, who accompanies, nur¬ 
tures, and challenges the hero in his struggles for transformation, maturity, 
and spiritual growth. 2 The relationship to a spiritual mother or father can be 
the determining factor for a stronger and deeper relation to the divine. In this 
chapter, I will discuss two dreams of clients in which I appeared as a spiritual 
parent, and one dream of my own in which my sense of spiritual “call” in 
working with a particular client was affirmed. 

When she had this dream, Fran was a woman of forty-five with a long 
career in theater. I first worked with her in psychotherapy; Fran was my 
client. We worked for about two years, mainly with dream material, on issues 
having to do with life problems (she was married with one child), family-of- 
origin issues, and strengthening her sense of self. We had a very strong sense 
of connection, and the work we did together was useful for her and creative 
for me. I was away for a time, and during this time she did not continue in 
therapy with anyone else. Then, when I began to do spiritual direction in 
addition to psychotherapy, I found myself thinking of her and, as I often do 
when I find myself thinking about someone very persistently, I telephoned 
her to tell her I was doing spiritual direction and that somehow it had made 
me think of her. She was immediately enthusiastic, saying that spiritual direc¬ 
tion felt like something she had been wanting for a long time. 

In her first session in spiritual direction, we talked about her life: she and 
her husband were separating, she was feeling much stronger creatively, and 
she was feeling a need for some kind of spiritual life. Her background was 
Lutheran, but she was not interested in going back to church. She felt she 
needed something, some path, that was authentically hers. We decided to 
work with her dreams, in the hope that, just as her dreams had helped her 
develop a fuller life, so they would guide her in her spiritual development. 

Fran began recording dreams of threatening and then of helpful numinous 
masculine figures. For her these images had meaning at all three levels. First of 
all, she was in the process of separating from her husband. She believed this 
was the right thing to do, but her feelings about it were complex and painful. 
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As well, she was coining to know the masculine in herself, some of which she 
had projected onto her husband, who was also in the arts. The dreams helped 
her bring her own issues around the masculine to consciousness and to live it 
out in ways not connected with her relationship to her husband. She also felt 
that she had always thought of the divine as masculine, and had projected this 
onto her husband as well. Her husband was an androgynous man who in the 
end felt himself to be gay, which was one of the major reasons for the breakup 
of their marriage. She believed that she had often projected spiritual qualities 
onto the gay men she had known. Her husband had in a sense carried her spir¬ 
itual life through her conferring on him spiritual qualities. 

Then explicitly spiritual imagery began to appear in her dreams: her son, 
wearing a T-shirt with an angel on it, and candles that would be appropriate 
for an altar. She began to work on bringing these images into her conscious 
life; she looked for angel imagery, made an altar with candles in her own 
home. She began to think about a spiritual practice. Then she had a powerful 
dream in which I appeared. 

Fran and Bonnelle Climb the Mountain 

I have seen a photograph of Bonnelle involved in native 
Indian spiritual practices. In this photograph, she is called 
“feather warrior woman,’’ and I feel she is angry with me. We get 
together and talk about this, and resolve it. To prove we are still 
friends, Bonnelle invites me to meet her for dinner. When we 
meet, she asks me whether I like Mexican food. I say it’s my 
favorite and she tells me she knows a special place in a hidden 
neighborhood where we can shop for food. Then she leads me 
up a hillside which gets steeper and steeper. 

Bonnelle takes me into a house on the very top of the hill. 

We go into the bottom of it and then climb thousands of green 
stairs, surrounded by green glass windows through which we 
can see clouds; that’s how high up we are. And through the 
clouds, we can see the city below. At the top of this eagle’s eyrie 
of a house is a beautiful little kitchen, all gleaming and modern 
and full of green glass appliances. Even the cupboard doors are 
made of translucent green glass. 

I think, “I love this kitchen." Bonnelle is busily opening cup¬ 
boards and suddenly all this extraordinary Mexican food 
appears on green glass plates. I happily pick up a taco and 
perch on a high stool eating my favorite food and looking down 
at the city below. 


This dream is about trust, about its place in the therapeutic relationship and 
in consequent spiritual life. It is also about the manifestation of the feminine 
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aspect of the divine. It opens with Fran’s fear that I am angry with her 
because she has discovered something about me that is at odds with her 
waking experience of my more public identity as Christian. It is also an image 
of Fran’s relation with her own inner “wise woman’’; Fran’s earliest religious 
training was Christian, but she is presently attracted to spiritual practices from 
other traditions. It also contains evidence of our strong connection: though 
my spiritual formation was, and my commitment is, Christian, I have never 
had a dream that has specific Christian content (with the possible exception of 
the implicit reference to the identification with Jesus in my dark dream in 
chapter 6), such as a dream about Jesus or the Virgin Mary. I have, however, 
had several dreams with First Nations spiritual imagery. Mario Jacoby, in his 
book The Analytic Encounter , gives several examples of clients who dreamed 
about details of his life they had no way of knowing about. 3 Jacoby points out 
that when there is a strong psychic connection between client and therapist, 
one aspect of this connection can be between the unconscious of the client 
and the unconscious of the therapist. Fran had somehow connected to what¬ 
ever it was in the religious function of my psyche that produced the First 
Nations spiritual imagery in my dreams. 

In establishing that I am not angry with her, I do something in the 
dream that seems to be an image of what a great deal of our work together 
has been about: I invite her to dinner. Fran has experienced our relationship 
as nourishing from the beginning. However, this nourishment is more com¬ 
plex than simply satisfying an emotional need. In the dream, in order to get 
the food, we have to travel. We climb an increasingly steep hill and finally 
arrive at very unusual house, placed at the very top. We climb up and up the 
green stairs, looking out the green glass windows that surround them. We 
arrive finally in a wonderful kitchen. My own sense of this dream is that the 
climb up the hill represents the early part of our work: it was steep going, 
and it was about the basics of life. The hill is a natural object; climbing 
involves putting feet on the ground. Then there is a transition from the nat¬ 
ural setting of the hill to the extraordinary house. The house has many layers 
of meaning. The house is high and transparent; it has many levels. When we 
get to the top, we’re in the clouds and see the city below. This seems to rep¬ 
resent Fran’s complex, many-leveled ego and the development of the ego- 
Self axis. Though houses usually have solid walls, this house is full of 
windows and, at the same time, is still a solid structure. It reaches up, into 
the clouds. Fran can see through the walls into both the clouds and the city 
below. The walls of her ego are strong enough to contain her but also are 
transparent so that she can be in relation with the rest of the psyche and 
indeed the rest of the world. This lovely house both contains and is a van¬ 
tage point. The greenness of the glass brings to mind the Emerald City of Oz 
and Hildegarde of Bingen’s notion of viriditas, “greening.” 4 Hildegarde used 
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the notion of greenness to represent both physical and spiritual liveliness and 
health. Because Fran is inside the green building, she looks out over a green 
world and she is surrounded by green. She sees the world through a spiritual 
glass not darkly but greenly. 

There is nourishment inside the building, nourishment that is just for 
her; her favorite food. This is an image of spiritual life that is an image of 
pleasure, nurturance, vision, and relationship. Though there is effort involved 
from the beginning—facing the possibility that I may be angry with her, 
climbing the hill and the stairs—it is not agonizingly painful. And it ends in a 
deeply pleasurable experience. This is an aspect of spiritual life that is often 
not sufficiently emphasized, especially by those who think of spiritual life as 
essentially ascetic or sacrificial in a negative sense. Yet even in the work of St. 
Theresa, who talks a great deal about suffering, there is an ongoing sense of 
being nourished by God and delight in God. In Fran’s dream, I am her con¬ 
nection with the divine, the divine guide and mother, leading her to a beau¬ 
tiful place where she has her favorite food, just what she needs. Furthermore, 
she has a view; she can see the “big picture’’ while she is being nourished. 
Seeing the “big picture” is characteristic of the Self s point of view rather than 
the ego’s. 

The next dream comes from Simone, a client with whom I also had a 
particularly strong and deep connection. We worked together for some time, 
and as we worked through the painful life issues she brought, she seemed to 
move to a deeper place in both her own psyche and in her connection with 
me. She had a series of important dreams; the following dream seems espe¬ 
cially appropriate for this discussion. 

Simone Visits Bomielle and Friends 

I go out to the back of the Hotel Vancouver to meet 
Bonnelle. She’s living in a house (cottage, really) attached to the 
hotel, which looks at the back like an Italian villa-all terra cotta 
and golden light. The cottage is small, very charming and with 
lots of fine handcrafting in the details. We sit at a picnic table in 
the garden. The garden is very lush and beautiful with many 
flowers. While we’re talking, I admire the abundance of food that 
surrounds us on the table and on the garden wall. Such bounty: 
a chicken, a crab, many kinds of fruit, vegetables, and so on. 

As we’re talking, a rainstorm suddenly comes up. The rain (a 
warm, tropical rain) begins to pour down. Bonnelle begins to 
dance barefoot around the garden, reveling in the rain. I sit for a 
moment, not knowing quite what to do, watching B., then I notice 
that the rain is starting to run the ink on my dream notes, so I 
move out of the rain under the eaves where B. is not standing. 
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As B. and I finish our session, some friends of hers are 
there. All women, all very friendly and jovial. We had rushed to 
protect some of the food in the rainstorm, and all set about 
preparing it for dinner. I feel a part of the group; I feel that every¬ 
one's taking it for granted that I should be there, yet I feel a little 
awkward—I haven’t actually been invited to stay, everyone’s just 
assuming that I will. I wonder if I’m intruding at all on B. and her 
friends, although, apparently, they are very happy to have me 
there. 

We all sit down to a wonderful meal. Although I’m loving the 
experience, I have another pang of worrying that I don’t really 
belong there. I move to the far end of the table, away from B. My 
intention is to give her “space,” but she looks at me and smiles, 
pats the seat beside her, and says, “Come here and sit by me .” 5 

This dream was quite long and I edited it for the anthology in which it 
originally appeared. In a section of the dream that I left out, there is an arch¬ 
way into my garden with magical symbols carved on it. 

Simone resembles both Grace and Fran, women whose spirituality is 
expressed not only through a sense of the presence of the divine in the inner 
life, but also a sense of the sensual world as being saturated with spirit. 
Pleasure, spontaneity, beauty, eating, and drinking, all have both a spiritual 
and emotional significance. She is also an instance of Lionel Corbett’s impor¬ 
tant observation that the divine comes in through the wounded place, since 
this is the place where the barrier between the conscious and the unconscious 
is thinnest. The painful unconscious complex clamors for our attention 
through emotional distress and difficult functioning, and through it, the 
divine enters. In Simone’s case, her natural vitality and hunger for meaningful 
life was systematically frustrated by her parents. Both were emotionally 
repressed, self-absorbed, and capable of a kind of passive cruelty through 
neglect. Sometimes they seemed almost to forget that Simone existed. When 
they remembered, it was her job to be “no trouble.” She managed to survive 
this emotional and spiritual desert through withdrawal, splitting off and 
repressing her feelings. As a method of self-nourishment, her unconscious 
created beautiful, expressive, extraordinary dreams. Her life had been full of 
massive efforts to create something better for herself through work and rela¬ 
tionship. She began therapy because she had been unable to find the kind of 
relationship she needed and because work had also become frustrating and 
difficult. Her profound unmet emotional and spiritual needs made spiritual 
mothering, in the sense of emotional and spiritual resources in the therapist 
that are available to the client, especially important. 

In Simone’s dream, I act as both helper and initiator. In coming to me 
for help, she is introduced to a different way of life, a sharp contrast to her 
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lonely life with her emotionally stingy parents. In my garden, there is 
bounty. It is beautiful, it is nourishing, and there is companionship. She gets 
what she needs at every level and she’s enjoying herself and life deeply. Life 
in the garden is a kind of lush green stream that she can plunge into. 
Everywhere she looks, there’s something. 6 Again, one thinks of Hildegarde’s 
viriditas. This is a profoundly feminine image of the divine: minimally hier¬ 
archical, sensual, inclusive. 

It is interesting to notice the different roles that my character plays in the 
dreams of Fran and Simone. In Fran’s dream I am troubling (she’s afraid I’m 
angry), nourishing (I invite her to dinner), and guiding (I lead her into the 
green building). Both the nourishing and guiding roles are common roles of 
the divine in psychic life. The Christian tradition and others, as well, are filled 
with images of the divine both leading and prompting journeys and wander¬ 
ings, and of the divine feeding the soul. However, there is also the role of 
being troubling. In the dream, Fran fears that I will be angry with her for 
knowing something about me that I have not directly revealed to her. She 
knows that I have a spiritual life that is different from the one with which she 
is familiar. She is afraid I do not want to be known by her. This fear of the 
wrath of the divine seems to be partly connected to our awareness of the oth¬ 
erness of the divine and the possibility of dangerous encroachment. Think of 
Adam and Eve. God told Adam and Eve they could have a wonderful life in 
the Garden of Eden and eat from any tree except the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil, a kind of knowledge apparently reserved for God. When they 
disobeyed this prohibition, they were exiled from Eden forever. Prometheus 
dared to bring fire from the gods to earth, and was chained to a rock and tor¬ 
mented for his hubris. In Fran’s case, she wanted to know whether it was 
acceptable for her to know me in her own way, not in the way I presented 
myself at my office at the cathedral. She needed a connection to the divine 
that was not a submission to authority, but rather one that would bring for¬ 
ward something out of her own depths. Only when she was assured that this 
was possible was our journey upwards possible. I suspect that this particular 
anxiety about the divine is also connected to a family structure in which it is 
not possible to know one’s parents in any way but the way in which they 
present themselves. Any picture but their picture is unacceptable. This was 
certainly the case in Fran’s family. 

In Simone’s dream, I appear as unconventional (we have our session in 
the garden), bountiful (the garden is lush, there is plenty of food), connected 
to nature (again, the outdoor setting), living in a magical realm (the arch with 
the magical carvings), celebratory (dancing in the rain), and, in the end, inclu¬ 
sive and welcoming (I invite her to sit down). All of this imagery strongly 
suggests the feminine divine, the divine as connected to nature. I bring the 
possibility of nourishment, aesthetic pleasure, and companionship. However, 
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there is also the moment of considering the otherness of the divine. She won¬ 
ders whether she should be joining in the dinner with my friends, whether 
she is intruding. She moves down the other end of the table to give me 
“space.” The question is similar to Fran's question: how does one approach 
and connect with the divine? In Fran’s case, she moves toward me to solve 
the problem: we get together and resolve it. In Simone’s case, she fears rejec¬ 
tion and moves away, waiting to be invited. And she is invited, invited to 
join not only me but my friends, invited to join a feminine world of beauty, 
joy, pleasure, and connection. It is not surprising that Simone had to be 
invited; as with Fran, her experience with her parents shaped her expectations 
of the divine. Her parents made it clear that she wasn’t very important, that 
their relationship to each other was more important than their relationship to 
her, and that there was barely room for her in the family; the condition was 
her being completely undemanding, “no trouble.” She needed to feel that 
there was plenty of room for her and plenty of everything else, and that she 
was very welcome. 

The philosopher Philip Hallie, in his book about the Holocaust, Lest 
Innocent Blood Be Shed, discusses the notion of cruelty as a vice and what the 
corresponding virtue might be. 7 He argues that cruelty is not just inflicting 
pain but also causing humiliation. He uses examples of how the Nazis humil¬ 
iated the Jews, making them feel less than human. By the same token, the 
corresponding virtue is not kindness, which is available in momentary form 
even in concentration camps, but what Hallie calls hospitality: welcoming 
people, making them feel wanted and valued, and voluntarily renouncing the 
inequalities of power that make cruelty possible. Hallie states that cruelty is 
only possible in situations of inequality of power; it is difficult to persecute an 
equal, who needn’t stand for it. Hospitality involves a renunciation of the 
advantages of inequality of power in favor of care. He uses as an example the 
people of the French village of Le Chambon, who successfully hid many 
Jewish refugees at great danger to themselves. The people of Te Chambon 
not only hid the Jews, but were hospitable towards them, glad to shelter and 
help people whom they viewed as God’s chosen ones. This analysis of cruelty 
is transferrable to family life. Parents are in a position of absolute power from 
the child’s point of view. If the child does not feel welcome, if she or he feels 
her or his acceptance is provisional, that she or he is a bother and a problem if 
she or he expresses any desires or needs, it is cruel, humiliating, and indeed, 
dangerous, in the deepest sense. It prevents a sense of worth from growing, 
and can create a feeling of shame about one's very existence. Such was 
Simone’s family life. 

There is a strong emphasis on connectedness in my relationships with 
both Fran and Simone. In both cases food is involved. Both Fran and Simone 
were emotionally undernourished in their families, both have a strong ere- 
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ative drive and are highly individual. Spiritual and emotional food for such 
women is often hard to come by. They can’t “digest” the kind of nourish¬ 
ment offered in some religious traditions. This is particularly true in a reli¬ 
gious tradition such as Christianity, in which sacrifice and austerity are often 
emphasized at the expense of nourishment and, historically, in which the 
feminine has been suspect and undervalued. Many Christians were brought 
up to believe that any interest in beauty and pleasure was somehow selfish 
and/or a temptation of the devil, and that women were inferior and even 
dangerous to the spiritual life of men. For these two women, this kind of 
spiritual “food” is useless. They need something that nourishes both emotion¬ 
ally and spiritually. They need loving connection rather than austere hierar¬ 
chy. This sort of spiritual and emotional relationship with a therapist or 
spiritual director opens up the possibility of a similar relation to the divine. 

Finally I want to discuss a dream of mine that indicates a spiritual con¬ 
nection with a client. This is the dream I had about Tiffany, discussed in 
chapter 7. I have already discussed the variety of meanings this dream had for 
me. What I want to emphasize now is the importance of my sense of spiritual 
connection with Tiffany. 


Prayer for Tiffany 

I am in a large room at the top of a building, a loft. I am 
wearing some kind of robe or toga. Tiffany comes in, draped in 
a sheet. She is in anguish, and she is supported on each side 
by a woman. At first she sits down on a couch, and begins to 
bend and writhe in agony. Then I signal the women to bring her 
over to a long table so that she can lie down. She stretches out 
on the table. I stand beside her and raise my arms to heaven in 
a gesture of prayer and supplication. The whole dream takes 
place in silence. 

Often in my work with clients, I pay particular attention to whether the 
client seems to have a sense of spiritual connection with me. 8 This is invari¬ 
ably a consideration in spiritual direction, but it is also an important consider¬ 
ation in psychotherapy. A sense of spiritual connection with the spiritual 
director or therapist helps activate spiritual energy through encouraging hope 
for being genuinely understood and working in a context in which it is possi¬ 
ble to develop and discover a sense of meaning in one’s life. When people 
feel a sense of spiritual connection as well as empathy, there can be a sense 
that the relationship is in some way “meant,” that one is on a path where 
assistance appears as needed, a path of grace. There is a saying that is attrib¬ 
uted to various Eastern traditions: “When the student is ready, the teacher 
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appears.” This can also apply to relations between client and therapist, 
directee and spiritual director. In fact, if there is not this sense of “meantness” 
in both directions, there is a missing dimension. 

The practice of psychotherapy and spiritual direction are hard work. 
They require patience, stamina, self-examination, and the ability to detach 
oneself from one’s own agenda without abandoning the insights that come 
from one’s own perspective. The work has meaning from many points of 
view: it is satisfying to be able to help, it is satisfying to see people grow, one 
learns a great deal about oneself, it is different every day so it is constantly 
stimulating. However, long-term work with seriously wounded people can 
also be punishing. One spends a great deal of time with people who are full of 
sorrow and rage, who often feel possessed by sorrow and rage. Sometimes 
after a session with such people, the therapist feels beaten up and left for dead 
by the intense experience of negative emotion. It helps a great deal if there is 
a sense that this client is part of one’s own spiritual journey, that there is some 
meaning in the work for one’s own spiritual development as well as the 
client’s. This is one of the meanings of my dream about Tiffany. It showed 
me that I would have to rely on the divine in a way I hadn’t before, that I 
would ultimately have to trust in the divine rather than my own experience 
and technical expertise. The dream takes place in silence. If the dream can be 
said to have a language, it is a language of movement. Tiffany is supported by 
two women; she writhes in agony; I lift up my arms in supplication as she lies 
on the altar. This is a difficult area for me; I have lived a great deal of my life 
as an intellectual, talking and teaching. That’s what I’m especially good at. To 
be able to acknowledge my limitations, to ask for divine guidance in the face 
of an agony I cannot touch through talking and teaching, is spiritual growth 
for me. There was always a “meant” quality to Tiffany’s relationship with me. 
There was an equally “meant” quality to my relationship with her. 

In all of these instances, dreams played an important role in growth of 
awareness of the divine, and helping both my clients and myself to understand 
the depth and importance of our relationship to both of us. I felt honored by 
the dreams of both Fran and Simone; they told me that I had been able to 
make myself available to them in the way that they needed in order to feel 
nourished and to grow. My dream about Tiffany helped give me a stronger 
sense of the “rightness” of what I was doing, and the energy to continue even 
though I often felt consciously I was doing no good at all. This in turn helped 
Tiffany to develop faith in our process together and sustain our connection, 
even though she too often felt it was doing no good at all. 




One of the major features of our spiritual lives is feeling. If we cannot 
make a feeling connection with whatever we consider our spiritual resources 
to be, we do not have access to the deepest aspects of our psyches. If we take 
seriously Jung’s notion that the archetypes form the basis of the complexes 
that structure the psyche, we can see that affective connection must be a 
major feature in spiritual life. From a Jungian perspective, the archetypal core 
of complexes not only structures and draws specific kinds of images into the 
complex, it also carries strong affect. Complexes are both archetypal and spe¬ 
cific to individuals; that is, the complexes have at their core common arche¬ 
typal themes, but each of us has a particular version of these themes. One of 
the major sources of the experience of meaning is emotional connection, and 
the emotions that create this connection come from the complexes of the 
individual. These complexes are comprised of cultural and individual arche- 
typally themed material. For example, someone brought up as a Christian will 
have been taught that Jesus is the only son of God and the savior of 
humankind and have various images that are connected to this teaching. Such 
a person will have learned this in a context that may have had a strongly emo¬ 
tional impact, which may have been positive or negative. For example, I have 
had several clients over the years who had very difficult family situations in 
which their needs for acceptance and belonging were not met. However, 
they were able to fulfill these needs by belonging to a church community in 
which they experienced themselves as valued and accepted. Thus their rela¬ 
tion to the teachings of the church was extremely positive; the church offered 
them a substitute family with a highly idealized and loving parent (Jesus/God) 
at the center. On the other hand, I have also had clients who experienced 
their church communities in the same way they experienced their families: 
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demanding, perfectionist, and shaming. These feelings become connected 
with “being religious” through various archetypal routes: the authoritarian 
father, the neglectful mother, the dark, punishing Self. The people in the first 
example are likely to have had a continuous relation with a church commu¬ 
nity and experience their version of the divine as a positive and nourishing 
force in the psyche. The people in the second example are likely to have a 
great deal of difficulty with spiritual life, tending to see any relation to the 
divine as necessarily submissive, shaming, and destructive of their individual¬ 
ity. These are of course generalizations; religious experience can be much 
more mixed and ambiguous. Nevertheless, they demonstrate the origins and 
significance of emotional relations to religion. Spiritual formation is a com¬ 
plex process that also has a great deal to do with family life and the relation of 
religious life to the psychic dynamics formed by family life. 1 

Another important factor in making an emotional connection with spiri¬ 
tual matters is culture. In North America, we are in the interesting position of 
valuing both conformity and individuality. Both of these values have a long 
history in North American societies. Religious conformity has been a particu¬ 
larly strong value, and individuality has often been understood more in terms 
of responsibility than expression. That is, we are exhorted to be tough, ambi¬ 
tious, responsible for ourselves, and to not expect much from others, either 
individually or in the form of the state, in the way of assistance. This attitude 
has varied historically, and seems to be presently very much in the ascen¬ 
dency. However, another version of the value, somewhat less universally 
accepted, is the right to our own opinions and to live our lives the way we 
wish to. This value has a number of different manifestations, from the expres¬ 
sion of creativity to a sullen resentment of authority. It currently plays an 
important role in spiritual life for many people. I have had many clients in 
both spiritual direction and psychotherapy who have experienced great diffi¬ 
culty making connection with any kind of spiritual tradition because they 
have such resistance to what they regard as stifling and critical authority. 
Their strongest association to religious life is the loss of their autonomy and 
individuality. For these people, it is essential to be able to have a sense that 
personal autonomy and individuality is highly valued in order to be able to be 
open to a spiritual resource. 

For people who have a strong need to live a highly individualized and 
autonomous life, Jungian psychology can be moving and inspiring. Jung him¬ 
self lived a highly individualized life in a strongly traditional and conformist 
society while maintaining a place in it. He continued to be creative in his 
own life up until the time of his death. His theories reflect his sense of the 
importance of individual life and offer a vision of the possibility of continuous 
creativity. Furthermore, he connects the development of individuality with 
relation to the divine. For Jung, the development of individuality is accom- 
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plished through inner work: self-knowledge, self-understanding, making what 
is unconscious conscious, knowing and accepting the whole self, and ulti¬ 
mately, through making a connection with the Self—the archetypal represen¬ 
tation of the divine in the psyche—living out our individual lives guided by 
the Self. The very name of the spiritual path expresses individuality: individu¬ 
ation. For Jung, the path to spiritual life is through the inner life. Jung 
believed that spiritual life is essentially experiential: spiritual life that supports 
psychic development must be based on our individual experiences of the 
spirit. These may come through dreams, visions and creativity. From a 
Jungian perspective, there is no substitute for experience in spiritual life, par¬ 
ticularly not through belief in the dogmas of a religious tradition simply 
because this is what one has been taught. This kind of belief is experientially 
deadening because it requires us to stifle our individual experiences and 
responses to these dogmas, and Jung saw these experiences and responses as, 
spiritually, the cutting edge. Emotional and imaginal experience and response 
is the manifestation of the archetypal core of the complexes that structure the 
psyche, and it is through emotional and imaginal response that we come to 
understand the unique manifestations of archetypal life in each of us. As I said 
in chapter 2, Jung believed the archetypes are the “organs of God”; 2 because 
of the dynamic qualities of the archetypes, I prefer to think of them as the 
energies of God, at work structuring the psyche and providing each of us 
with the potential to make an authentic connection with the divine. 

These views of Jung’s have had great emotional impact on many people 
who feel spiritually stifled and blocked. Archetypally, Jung is often experi¬ 
enced as a kind of spiritual father and his writing has often provided a way 
into spiritual life through making people emotionally receptive to spiritual life 
as he describes it. It is his overall image of spiritual life as the deepest expres¬ 
sion of the individual that provides this impact. This is in addition to the 
actual details of the theories themselves which, understood in an emotionally 
receptive frame of mind can offer the kind of profound experience of under¬ 
standing and being understood and represented that is among the most satisfy¬ 
ing forms of intellectual activity. 

Does this mean that Jungian psychology is itself a kind of spiritual path? 
Yes and no, depending on what one includes in the concept of the spiritual 
path. Those Jungians who are particularly concerned with individualized spir¬ 
itual life 3 emphasize spiritual life as contact with the energies of the Self in the 
psyche, the ego-Self axis. If the ego-Self axis is strong, our relation with Self 
will be vital and ongoing. We will experience imagery, synchronicities, 
dreams, and transpersonal emotions that enrich our everyday lives. We will 
experience our lives as meaningful because we will feel a strong connection to 
the divine in the psyche in such a way that we can see that the purposes of 
the divine are being served by difficulty and suffering and that our own 
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increase of consciousness is an incarnation of the divine. This is clearly a rich 
spiritual life of a highly individualized kind. Just that fact that there is a psy¬ 
chological theory that can connect psychological and spiritual life is itself satis¬ 
fying and can be healing for those who experienced spiritual life in childhood 
as rigid and having nothing to do with life as they have experienced it. 

However, traditionally, spiritual life has existed not just through the indi¬ 
vidual’s experience of the spirit, but also in the context of a relation with a 
larger tradition that provides other kinds of archetypally based experiences, 
such as ritual and teaching. Jung himself believed that one of the most satisfy¬ 
ing ways to approach spiritual life was to return to the spiritual tradition that 
provided one’s spiritual formation and understand it in a new way. From the 
standpoint of emotional and spiritual satisfaction, this seems to me to be true. 
In general, the more connectedness we can experience, the better off we are. 
The less we have to disconnect from our pasts, our families, or our cultures to 
have a satisfying life, the more accessible wholeness is. In addition, there is the 
question of the container for spiritual growth. 

As discussed earlier, Jung’s last work was in the area of alchemy. He 
believed that the alchemical process is an objective correlative of the transfor¬ 
mation and growth of the psyche. Crucial to the alchemical process is the 
concept of the container in which the alchemical transformations take place. 
In the psyche, the container is provided by the Self, which contains the 
whole psyche. In the analytic process, the relationship between the therapist 
and client is the container for the transformation of both therapist and client, 
though the emphasis is of course on the transformation of the client. The ana¬ 
lytic container allows the energies of the Self to be invoked for both client 
and therapist. The image of the container suggests that the energies of trans¬ 
formation need to be “held” while something new is taking shape, and that 
the presence of the container is essential to the process. The same is true of 
the specifically spiritual journey. While for ajungian all inner work is spiritual 
since the complexes have an archetypal core, it is also true that some inner 
work is highly concentrated on the relation to the personal unconscious and 
strengthening the ego, while other work is highly concentrated on the ego- 
Self axis. It is this latter that constitutes the specifically spiritual journey. What 
containers are particularly appropriate to the spiritual journey? One candidate, 
already discussed, is the relation between the spiritual director and directee. 
This provides the same kind of container that is created by the therapist and 
client. Another candidate is a religious institution, such as a church. 

There are many advantages to participating in a religious tradition. The 
liturgy enables us to experience an outward manifestation of an inward condi¬ 
tion. We have the advantage of the experiences and insights of those who 
have gone before us. The church as container can connect us to the energies 
of the Self. There is another way in which the church can be a container, 
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especially if the church is the institution that provided us with spiritual forma¬ 
tion. The church can be a carrier of the archetypal energies of home. 

Home is one of the most powerful archetypes in the psyche. It partakes 
of the archetypes of mother and father, but it is also strongly connected with 
the archetypal energies of the Self in the same way the alembic is alchemy. 
Edward Edinger has spoken eloquently about the relation of the alchemical 
vessel, in which transformation takes place, to the Self. The chemical transfor¬ 
mations that take place are held safely and in a sustained way so that the 
process of transformation can take place. That home is a powerful archetype 
can also be seen in television commercials, real estate ads, and virtually every 
other form of advertising. It seems very likely that the longing for home is a 
multileveled desire which, in its most basic form, is a longing for physical 
safety and nourishment, and in its spiritual form is a longing for the divine. 
From a spiritual perspective, the divine is our soul’s home. Many human 
activities—patriotism, the search for family trees and roots—have this arche¬ 
typal core. The archetype of home is also an image of the relation between 
the stronger members and more vulnerable members of the family, Self and 
ego, between the divine and human beings. Home “holds” us; it is life giving 
and protective. From there we can negotiate the challenges and difficulties of 
human life, be nourished, be safe, trust that help and goodwill are at hand, 
and know we belong. Home is the venue for the most influential psychic 
transactions and transformations of our lives, and one of the major quests of 
human life is for home. A sense of being at home can provide us with the 
ability to trust and this in turn can help with reactive responses to spiritual 
resources as psychically dangerous authorities. Though many people have not 
found a home in the church, many have. 4 Is this, from a Jungian standpoint, 
bound to be suspect? 

Jungians interested in the religious function of the psyche argue, with 
Jung, that living spiritual life through participation in organized religion can 
be spiritually deadening. This is because Jung believed that Christians tradi¬ 
tionally lived their spiritual lives through projecting their inner spiritual activ¬ 
ity onto Jesus and the church. Thus in a sense Jesus and the church lived their 
spiritual lives for them. Spirituality consisted in vicarious experience of Jesus’s 
spiritual journey, and in some instances, those of the saints. The Bible con¬ 
tained all that was necessary for spiritual life, and one’s individual spiritual 
experience was either irrelevant or suspect. Jung and contemporary Jungians 
such as Lionel Corbett argue that spiritual life is a natural activity of the 
psyche, and to be truly satisfying, it must be lived individually. Thus, to be 
part of a religious tradition is not only unnecessary, but perhaps even haz¬ 
ardous to individual spiritual experience. To see Jesus’s spiritual journey as 
being more important than one’s own is to fail to live one’s spiritual life as 
deeply as possible. Instead, we must do our own inner work and attend to the 
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numinous experiences that spontaneously arise. This work includes psy¬ 
chotherapy, analysis, and spiritual direction (Corbett believes psychotherapy is 
a form of spiritual direction), as well as spiritual practices such as contempla¬ 
tive prayer and meditation. 

While it is certainly true that many people who participate in organized 
religion allow the church to define what is spiritually meaningful, this is not 
inevitable. It is possible to experience a particular religious tradition as mean¬ 
ingful to one’s self and to have an active inner relation to it. For example, in 
Christianity it is possible to experience the presence of Jesus, and to see his 
life as a model for our own. We could say that we are not called so much to 
follow him as to be him. In addition, traditional spiritual practices, such as con¬ 
science examen and lectio divina, are inner activities that help develop one’s 
individual relation to scripture and religious tradition. To actively engage 
with the liturgy 5 and seasons of the church can make us aware of how indi¬ 
vidual our relation to a religious tradition can be: Advent/Christmas and 
Lent/Easter can be different every year, depending on one’s psychic and outer 
life. If one develops an inner relation to a tradition, one has the advantage of 
having both an inner life and being part of a larger community. 

Another advantage of participating in a religious tradition is the rich 
resources it can bring to spiritual life. We need the help and inspiration of 
those who have come before. We need to wrestle with views we dislike to 
help build our own capacity for objectivity. And experientially, to be part of a 
larger religious community can replicate the ego's experience of being in rela¬ 
tion to the Self. The church as a space and the liturgy as a structure in which 
all can participate forms a larger container for the individual. I do not mean 
the church as bureaucracy, but rather the church and liturgy as an experience. 
In the experience of liturgy, a psychic and spiritual “field” is created in the 
same way that it is created in therapy/analysis and spiritual direction. The 
spirit can be present among the participants in the liturgy and move them 
beyond themselves in the same way. It is a common experience for people 
who are regular churchgoers to come out of church feeling that their world 
has expanded, that the ego’s point of view has been relativized, and that an 
interior process has led to a new point of view. The church and liturgy 
become outer manifestations of the structure of the psyche, with Self as con¬ 
tainer and center, and ego held there. 

Both Jung and Jaspers were extremely uneasy about religious affiliation, 
though for different reasons. Jung was concerned that people saw Jesus’s spir¬ 
itual journey as the only one and allowed the church to live out the symbolic 
life for them, thus losing the opportunity for personal individuation and an 
authentic psychic and spiritual life. Jaspers believed that an adherence to 
revealed religion promoted prejudice and a misunderstanding of the nature of 
the Transcendent/Encompassing, which is limitless. Both Jung and Jaspers 
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were intensely focused on the importance of the unique spiritual life of the 
individual, and what both considered the dangers and virtually inevitable low¬ 
ering of quality of spiritual life that followed from adherence to any sort of 
doctrine. And they are not alone in these concerns. In my own work with 
directees and clients, as well as in giving workshops, lecturing and teaching, I 
have heard over and over how any connection with organized religion is 
bound to undermine a genuine spiritual life. Indeed, many people distinguish 
sharply between the spiritual and the religious. I have heard many people say, 
“I’m spiritual but I’m not religious.” I find it interesting that it does not seem 
to occur to many people that there is anything limiting about this attitude. 
Perhaps this is because the usual criticisms of not joining religious organiza¬ 
tions are theological—people who don’t join don’t see the light, haven’t 
opened their hearts to Jesus, and so on—the very attitudes that create this 
heightened individualism to begin with. However, there are limitations to 
such heightened individualism. 

Working with such people in psychotherapy and spiritual direction, I 
have often found that, while work with dreams and spiritual practice can con¬ 
nect them to the Self and be satisfying, there is also a frustrated desire for a 
spiritual home. In addition, there are the obvious limitations of one’s own 
point of view. No matter how many books I may read, it is not equivalent to 
belonging to a spiritual community. As well, the view that one is enough for 
oneself spiritually might be said to lack humility. Surely we all need the spiri¬ 
tual assistance of others from time to time. As well, it’s a lonely way to live 
one’s spiritual life. 

Many see Jungian psychology as a spiritual home, in that Jung affirmed 
the importance of spiritual life by redescribing it in psychological temis while 
at the same time avoiding reductionism: he gave spiritual experience a signifi¬ 
cance of its own, based on the phenomenology of human experience. Jungian 
theory and practice are a curious combination of analytic objectivity and the 
search for meaning that characterizes spiritual life. On the one hand, Jung’s 
commitment to the phenomenology of the psyche, his notion that we should 
cultivate a conscious relation to our complexes and through this cultivate a 
closer relationship with the unconscious, offers us a picture of the uses of 
observation and detachment: that sliver of objectivity that can help clients 
work through the most painful material while owning it. The language of 
analysis is descriptive: the task of analysis is both understanding and healing, 
but both of these purposes can be described entirely descriptively. It is not a 
religious tradition in any ordinary sense: it has neither sacrament nor liturgy. 
On the other hand, the notion that the psyche is purposive, that its natural 
movement is toward the divine and that our dreams, fantasies, even our painful 
complexes are manifestations of the divine in the sense that the archetypes are 
the energies of the divine, is theology, and like the language of theology, the 
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language of Jungian psychology is evocative and metaphorical. While Jung 
claimed to be a strict empiricist, his work with alchemy as well as his own 
psychic development strongly suggests that he sought meaning as well as 
information. The work of Edward Edinger and Lionel Corbett is unabashedly 
theological. Thus while Jungian work is conducted essentially as a relationship 
between two people, the context of Jungian work is much larger and 
becomes for many a spiritual home. They are not alone in their relation to 
the divine; they have the whole body of Jungian thought and its validation of 
the importance of individual spiritual life to ground them. The advantage of a 
Jungian ground for spiritual life is its emphasis on the importance of individ¬ 
ual experience and the respect it engenders for one’s own experiences with¬ 
out having to fit them into a framework of meaning that might or might not 
be appropriate. The disadvantage is the lack of tradition, ritual, and commu¬ 
nal life that gives one opportunities for growth, both in oneself and in com¬ 
munity. For example, the liturgy brings us home if we participate in it 
consciously and not automatically. We can return from our often scattered 
and busy external lives to our relationship with the Self. There is a strength¬ 
ening sense of shared values, of commitment to a common vision of the spir¬ 
itual life, and the possibilities for spiritual development that exist in 
relationships with people of like mind and values. There is also a model for 
our relationship to the world that goes beyond increased consciousness to 
doing good. 

There is an additional sense of home for those who participate in the 
religious tradition that has provided their spiritual formation. Their changing 
relation to this religious tradition mirrors their own spiritual growth, and the 
experience of continuity provides a sense of rootedness and promotes the 
experience of our whole historical selves which is in itself affirming. This 
assumes, of course, that one participates in a version of religious tradition that 
supports individual spiritual life. This varies a great deal within Christianity, 
and in other religious traditions as well. Theologically, what is required is the 
belief that the spirit can manifest itself in many ways and still be genuine. As 
we have seen in our examination of dreams, the unconscious is no respecter 
of orthodoxy and it is not unusual for people who are deeply committed to a 
particular religious tradition to have dreams that draw heavily on the religious 
images of other traditions. 6 For example, though my own spiritual formation 
is Christian and my own active spiritual life is Christian, as I’ve mentioned, I 
have never had a dream that contained divine imagery that was explicitly 
Christian, with the possible exception of the implicit reference to Jesus in the 
dream I described in chapter 6. When I was in the process of returning to the 
Christian tradition after a long absence I had three important dreams with 
divine imagery, all of which drew on First Nations imagery. Here is the 
second, and clearest, of these dreams. 
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Coming Home 

I am walking home, walking along the sidewalk upon which I 
walked home from both elementary school and high school. It is 
completely recognizable as the street on which I grew up. I’m 
about two blocks from home. I’m walking, but I also see my 
back. It seems to be spring. The trees are arching overhead, 
and they are a beautiful yellow-green. They form a high, dense 
arch. The sidewalk seems more like a path, and is completely 
covered with pollen and the air is glowing and filled with pollen. 
There’s a sense of being both at home and out of time. 

When I had this dream, I had only the vaguest of memories of having 
heard somewhere, perhaps in the mysteries of Tony Hillerman, about the 
Navajo image of the pollen path as the spiritual journey. I had no conscious 
memories of any details. This dream illustrates the resourcefulness of the 
unconscious, perhaps even reaching into the collective unconscious for an 
image that would fit for me: I am going home, home to the tradition that has 
meant so much to me, and I’m going home with my own, fresh, green rela¬ 
tion to it. The shadow side of the dream is implied rather than explicit: I 
grew up literally in the house my father grew up in, the house my grandfather 
built. So I’m going home to the house of my fathers, and this will be a chal¬ 
lenge. But it is also true that, since my father died when I was young, my 
home was also a house of women, the home of my mother and sister and the 
place where black women worked for us, another dark part of the past. The 
important thing is that my spiritual journey is both a journey towards what is 
mine and familiar, and a journey on a strange path, a pollen-covered path 
which is unfamiliar yet beautiful and green. 7 One cannot help thinking, again, 
of Hildegarde’s veriditas, the greening of the world, the enlivening of the 
world. Thus my relation to my own religious tradition is not a dead one. I 
may be returning to the ground of my original spiritual formation, but I am 
not allowing my spiritual life to be lived for me. I have my own individual 
relation to it. As long as I do, it will be a green path. Jung would have been 
sympathetic to the version of return offered in T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets: 

We shall not cease front exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 8 

The Jungian relation to the past and our own history is a relation of 
depth, not distance. One can argue that we must at least come to terms with 
our own spiritual formation at some point. But further, there is a real sense in 
which our spiritual formation is a deep part of who we are. To repossess this 
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at a deeper level seems a way of owning our personal history and identity, of 
actively engaging in our own histories. It has been my experience both per¬ 
sonally and professionally that many people flee the traditions that have 
formed them, idealizing other traditions which are difficult for them to 
understand deeply because of cultural and historical differences. This is, of 
course, not always the case when people change traditions. However, it is 
useful to keep in mind that traditions and myths born in other cultures have 
the glamor of strangeness without the disadvantages of one’s having lived out 
their consequences in the cultures that have formed and been formed by 
them. The most desirable relation to one’s own history and the culture in 
which it occurred, when possible, is love. Without love, one is deeply alien¬ 
ated from something in oneself. It need not be uncritical love; indeed, there 
are forms of love that are challenging and difficult , 9 This love for what is 
one’s own is in addition to the love of God, and supports it. It assists us in 
forming the ego-Self axis, or to put it in religious language, welcoming the 
will of God as opposed to going along with it—an important spiritual task. 10 

Thus, though many contemporary Jungians seem to feel that participa¬ 
tion in a religious tradition is a dangerous business, it is no more dangerous 
from a psychic or spiritual standpoint than the alienation from one’s own past 
and from a larger spiritual community that occurs when one is cut off from 
one’s religious past. Interestingly, many people who would not dream of rec¬ 
ommending that we disconnect ourselves from our emotional or intellectual 
pasts are much more willing to consider some sort of absolute rejection of our 
religious past. 

Both living spiritual life outside a religious tradition and inside a religious 
tradition can be done individually. Both are full of opportunities for inau¬ 
thenticity, spiritual drift, and lack of depth. Both are equally full of opportu¬ 
nities for spiritual nourishment and growth. In the end, the choice we make 
may be partly temperamental. Gary Snyder's description of the poet's choices 
also holds true for the devotee of the inner life: “Conies a time when the 
poet must choose: either to step deep in the stream of his people, history, tra¬ 
dition, folding and folding himself in the wealth of persons and pasts; philoso¬ 
phy, humanity, to be richly foundationed and great and sane and ordered. Or, 
to step beyond the bound onto the way out, into horrors and angels, possible 
madness or silly Faustian doom, possible utter transcendence, possible enlight¬ 
ened return, possible ignominious wormish perishing.” 11 

These are choices of ways of life, and within each of these ways of life 
one can find a bit of the other. Clearly Jung chose the latter, but he was also 
deeply involved in European intellectual and spiritual traditions and practices; 
for example, his later writings exhibit his profound interest in and individual 
understanding of alchemy, and throughout his writings he makes frequent 
references to philosophers, theologians, scientists, and writers of every kind. 
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He was able to make his own tradition new for himself while taking enor¬ 
mous psychic risks. It is his unique ability to combine tradition and originality 
that is one of the most moving aspects of Jung’s work. By the same token it is 
possible for someone to be devoted to one’s own tradition and, at the same 
time, through inner work such as dream work, “step beyond the bound onto 
the way out, into horrors and angels.’’ 

Perhaps it would help if, in our communal religious experience, we 
made more public mention of dream life. I have met with surprising enthusi¬ 
asm every time I have offered the opportunity for dream work at my church 
and at workshops and retreats. Dreaming about the divine is not an uncom¬ 
mon experience. It might be said that my own experience with clients is not 
typical, but I suspect that these dreams are more common that might be sup¬ 
posed. Jaspers argues that boundary situations are a feature of human life, and 
I have yet to meet anyone who has not experienced a considerable amount of 
suffering. We might remind ourselves at this point that the dreamers discussed 
throughout this book were often moved to dream about the divine through 
their woundedness, through having encountered boundary situations in 
severe forms. Experiencing these boundary situations caused the dreamers to 
connect with deeper emotional issues, to experience their particular places of 
woundedness so that, emotionally, they were more open to experience the 
divine. As Corbett argues, and as discussed earlier, the experience of the 
divine comes through places of woundedness in the psyche because the 
border between conscious and unconscious is thinnest there. Jaspers saw 
boundary situations as opportunities for the elucidation ofExistenz, in partic¬ 
ular as presenting opportunities for communication both with others and with 
oneself. From a Jungian standpoint, we might say that boundary situations stir 
up the psyche, touching into the affect and imagery of the complexes, not 
allowing us to hide from ourselves. And when we are stirred up in this way, 
we are often particularly receptive to many forms of experience of the divine. 

Like Jung, Jaspers believed there was an aspect of our being that came 
from the divine, and like Jung he did not believe our experience of the 
divine was limited to the experience of organized religion. Jaspers calls the 
divine both Transcendence and the Encompassing. “Transcendence” 
expresses the aspect of the divine that is beyond our ability to experience 
directly, beyond the physical world, and so on. The Encompassing has to do 
with the divine as the infinite rather than its individual appearances. In either 
case, we can never experience the divine. What we can experience, accord¬ 
ing to Jaspers, are ciphers of the divine. The concept of cipher is very close 
to what Jung meant by symbol, though Jaspers did not have Jung’s views 
about archetypes. 12 What Jaspers did have in mind was the experience of the 
divine, which he called ciphers of the Encompassing, whenever and wher¬ 
ever possible. He believed that anything could be a cipher, could be imbued 
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with meaning. And presumably for Jung, given the right psychic circum¬ 
stances, anything can be a symbol, though of course Jung’s emphasis when he 
talks about the symbolic life is on the sorts of things that present themselves as 
symbols, such as dream material, and the universal symbols of the great reli¬ 
gious traditions. The reason Jaspers is helpful here is that he emphasizes, as I 
think Jung wants to, the living of a certain kind of divinely saturated life 
rather than channeling spiritual life just toward going to church, belonging to 
a particular organization, subscribing to a certain set of theological principles, 
and so on. Both Jung and Jaspers were concerned with the quality of our 
experience of life, and the way in which this experience expanded our cre¬ 
ativity, insight, and understanding into the kinds of beings we are and an 
enhanced contact with the ground of our being. Interestingly, this concern 
with a particular kind of spiritually saturated life moved both Jung and Jaspers 
to oppose organized religion on different grounds. Jung believed that we have 
a tendency to project our spiritual lives, for example, on Jesus and the church. 
Jaspers believed that belief in revealed religion led to claims of exclusivity 
which in turn led to bigotry and intolerance. While both of these claims can 
be true, I would argue that neither need be true, though avoiding them can 
be difficult. My own sense is that, at the present time, we may be at a turning 
point in our relations to spiritual tradition. Many people have fiillen away 
from the traditions in which they experienced spiritual formation, whereas 
many people have returned in a new way. Phenomenologically, a sense of 
strong growth in the life of the spirit gives rise to a powerful desire to be 
more engaged with the divine in community. This has left many people in a 
painful spiritual quandary. 




11 

Dreams: The 
Divine Connection 


Dreams seem so ordinary. We dream from the time we can remember, 
and the effect of this constant accompaniment can be a kind of trivialization. 
We can come to scarcely notice our dreams and if we do, we don’t make 
much of them unless they’re in some way remarkable—beautiful, frightening, 
or awe inspiring. Yet the phenomenon of dreaming itself is truly remarkable. 
If we attend to it, we are reminded of our status as beings who are connected 
to a source beyond ourselves. The phenomenon of dreaming offers us a 
gentle, persistent, nonthreatening reminder that we are more than the busy 
self of daytime. And these dreams of the divine remind us, as Jung and Jaspers 
tell us, that we are more than our worldly selves. The divine shows itself in us 
at night, in forms that are unique to each of us, in forms that are often quite 
mysterious yet revelatory if we are willing to engage with them. Whereas not 
everyone seems to have access to mystical experience, dreams offer everyone 
an experience of otherness, sometimes profound and transcendent otherness. 
To engage with our dreams can be part of the elucidation of Existenz if we 
choose to live our lives consciously and authentically. They contribute to the 
kind of understanding of ourselves and of life itself that allows us to make 
choices to live deeply and fully. Jaspers saw Existenz as a gift from the 
Transcendent, and we can see what natural allies Jaspers and Jung are when 
we think of how the understanding of dreams reveals us to our conscious 
selves and develops our understanding of our hidden depths through commu¬ 
nicating (as Jaspers would say) the activities of, in Jungian terms, the Self. 
Indeed, the activity itself of work on dreams, the self-attending that is 
involved in discovering and unpacking the meaning of dreams, helps us 
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develop ourselves; it assists in what Jaspers calls our self-becoming. It helps us 
cultivate a sense of our own depths since it can lead us to a focus similar to 
contemplation and prayer. We enter a realm of meaning unlike the common- 
sensical and often practical meanings of the waking world, a realm that often 
has an alien “feel.” We wait attentively for images and feelings to show them¬ 
selves, for something from deep within to speak. We may actively pursue an 
image as it eludes us, but this is a focused watching: we stare into the bottom 
of the pond, trying to catch the movement of the fish. We become aware that 
there are sources in us that have their own life and operate on their own 
time, and experience the change in sense of being that comes when we make 
paying attention to those sources a part of life rather than living in a con¬ 
stantly reactive mode. 

As well, dreams give us a way to help struggle with the problem of indi¬ 
viduation and community in spiritual and religious life. It is my strong sense 
that we need both. As it stands now, it seems to me that a great many people 
seem to fall into one of two categories. On the one hand, there are those who 
belong to religious groups who hold rigid opinions from which there can be 
no variation and which do not welcome an individually lived spiritual life 
within a religious commitment. On the other, there are those who want 
nothing whatsoever to do with any sort of organized religion on the ground 
that it violates their individualized spiritual life. Neither of these positions 
seem to me satisfactory. Particular fundamentalist versions of the former are at 
the moment self-evidently problematic on a worldwide scale. The latter is 
problematic in the sense that it deprives those who hold it of important ways 
of finding their relation to the divine. 

In all of the major religious traditions, we are asked in one way or 
another to let go of the ego. In the Christian tradition, Jesus says, “Not my 
will, but thine be done.” In a secular version of this, Jung speaks of the ego- 
Self axis, the relativization of the ego. Anyone who is on a spiritual path is 
familiar with this, the desire, the struggle, the quest to do the will of God. 
And anyone who is on a spiritual path and who is familiar with this will also 
know how puzzled, how confused, how absolutely in the dark one can feel 
about whether one is doing this. Over a lifetime of relationship with God, 
most of us ask ourselves again and again what that relationship is, how we 
see that relationship, how indeed we see God. And to be spiritually nour¬ 
ished we need to be connected to as many spiritual resources as possible. 
However, because of concerns about fundamentalism and because until 
fairly recently some form of religious conformity has been the rule rather 
than the exception, many are correctly concerned with theological openness 
and nonrigidity. 

In chapter 10, I discussed the connection with religious tradition as a 
kind of going home. But going home does not mean going home, shutting 
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the door, and closing the windows. Going home has to do with finding 
ground to stand on and community to be in relation with and, in an inner 
sense, it has to do with finding a home in oneself, finding an authentic spiri¬ 
tual path to follow and finding a home in the divine; injungian terms, it has 
to do with committing oneself to the process of individuation. Spiritual life 
ought never to be seen as completed. The constant new life in work with 
dreams helps prevent that false sense of completion. We are living in a time in 
which the life of the spirit may be found in many places and needs to be con¬ 
tinually sought even though one may have found one’s home. My own sense 
is that theological rigidity and even just dullness has caused the life of the 
spirit to spring up in many places outside theology and the church. As Jaspers 
points out, ciphers are everywhere. As I have argued, certainly they appear in 
the world of dreams. In the previous chapter I mentioned the misgivings of 
Jung and Jaspers about organized religion, and those misgivings are well- 
founded. Jung and Jaspers push very strongly for a highly individual relation 
to life itself and the life of the spirit in particular. However, there may be 
other possibilities. To offer a contemporary example, in the collection of 
essays A Passion for the Impossible ,' a tribute to the work of John Caputo, we 
can see a way of doing theology/philosophy that could accommodate both a 
subjective relationship to the divine and a commitment to a tradition while at 
the same time expressing the impossibility of any sort of absolute knowledge 
and the importance of not engaging in the illusion of finalization of belief. 
Jung and Jaspers are both pushing, so to speak, outward, out of any sort of 
commitment to organized religion. However, Caputo, partly through his 
work on Derrida, offers a version of our relation to “the Impossible,” avoid¬ 
ing both orthodoxy and disconnected individualism. What particularly inter¬ 
ests me is his approach, which includes the desirability and/or the capacity to 
both have a deep, authentic inward spiritual life and a commitment to a reli¬ 
gious tradition. Caputo's work in this area seems very helpful and suggestive. 

Our work on the spirit can take many forms and there are two main rea¬ 
sons why this must be so throughout our lives. I have said that it is important 
not have a false sense of spiritual life as completed and known, to keep it fluid 
and alive. Perhaps both of these reasons are obvious, but both are worth 
making clear, especially as they both bear on the importance of dreams. First 
of all, as Caputo (with Derrida) tirelessly points out, the transcendent is “the 
Impossible.” We can never know the divine; we ought not to try to make the 
divine into something we can name and limit but this does not mean that we 
do not continue to long for the divine, to represent the divine humbly and, 
so to speak, not-knowingly in our longing. If we are open, we may be as for¬ 
tunate as some of the dreamers in this book, and the Impossible may become 
momentarily possible, though of course not total and complete. We have 
only a glimpse, and are happy to have that glimpse. Second, because we are 
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constantly changing and a living relation to the divine is just that—a rela¬ 
tion—our relation to the divine is constantly changing. What is emphasized 
in our relation to the divine now may not be emphasized next year or even 
tomorrow. Again, dreams can help show the way. In some dreams, the divine 
appears as comforter because this is where the divine is most needed. In some 
dreams, the divine is terrifying because the ego-Self axis is forming and the 
ego needs to be challenged, not soothed. The psyche is constantly in process. 
Dreams help us understand the essential transforming role the divine plays 
from within as opposed to being something external to us, only to be visited 
on Sundays. 

Perhaps it seems odd to say that something so unsacramental as dreaming 
could play an important part in keeping spiritual life alive, yet it seems to be 
so. Dreams give us a direct connection to the divine. They are the paradigm 
of the involuntary. They are our own voice of the divine that never stops 
speaking. Our dreams can inform us continuously of our own individual rela¬ 
tion to the divine even as we participate in the religious tradition to which 
we are committed. Sometimes, as in the case of Jim, my client who dreamed 
on Good Friday that he was humiliated by police interrogation, our dreams 
make our relation to our religious tradition vivid and alive in a way that 
nothing else could do. Jim was himself so humble that nothing but a dream 
could have allowed him to think of himself as walking in the footsteps of 
Christ. Sometimes our dreams enrich our relation to our religious tradition, 
so the symbolism that is missing in waking life appears in our dreams. I think 
of Grace, who dreamed she was having therapy with a God who was a grand 
old man with a beard—the patriarchal God who was a poet, a philosopher, 
and a therapist, the God who was not represented in her Unitarian tradition 
and a patriarchal God in a form she could accept. Dreams are in a sense the 
individuation fail-safe. We need not fear being lost or devoured spiritually by 
the tradition in which we participate if we attend to and work with our 
dreams, because they will provide the images we need to preserve our indi¬ 
viduality. They will show us the individual version of the divine that we 
require, they will tell us what is missing in our relationship with the divine 
that will make it truly personal and meaningful to us, and, in many instances, 
they will provide healing and nourishment in the existential crises of our lives 
that Jaspers calls boundary situations, those situations that are inevitable: strug¬ 
gle, suffering, guilt, death, disappointment, and loss. 

Dreams are extraordinary gifts that are given to us which we often con¬ 
tinue to sleep through even when awake. Yet if we attend to them and 
engage with them, both the dreams themselves and the process of coming 
into relation with them can bring enormous psychic and spiritual growth. 
One of my favorite prayers in the Anglican liturgy has always been the doxol- 
ogy that comes after communion. This is the beginning: 
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Glory to God 

whose power, working in us, 
can do infinitely more 
than we can ask or imagine. 2 

I particularly like this part of the prayer because it expresses so clearly 
what seems to me most important to remember: the divine can do infinitely 
more than we can ask or imagine. It is beyond our wills and wishes and 
efforts. However, it is also true that we may be in contact with the divine, 
this powerful force that can do more than we can ask or imagine, and dreams 
are a way that has been given to us to have that contact. 

When I first joined Christ Church Cathedral, I gave a series of dream 
groups for the parishioners there, and on the first night of my first dream 
group, one of the members asked me if I thought that the voice of the Holy 
Spirit could be heard through dreams. Unhesitatingly, I replied, “Yes." This 
was many years ago, long before I began this book and began collecting 
dreams about the divine, and afterwards I was a little surprised at my lack of 
hesitation. But even then it was clear to me that there was divine energy in 
dreams and that through that energy, when we engage with our dreams, they 
can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine towards enriching our 
spiritual lives and our connection with the divine. 
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Since the divine is always beyond our conceptions, we might say that O and jouis¬ 
sance reveal to us a ground of being which is also other and are not as likely to mis¬ 
lead us into thinking we “know” the divine in some definitive way as images might 
be prone to do. For a useful discussion of our relation to otherness and its limits, see 
Mark Dooley, ed., A Passion for the Impossible (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 2003). 

5. See, for example, Julian’s dream of Satan in Julian of Norwich, Julian of 
Norwich: Showings, trans. Edmund Colledge, O. S. A. and James Walsh S. J. (New 
York: Paulist Press, 1978), 311. 

6. Hall, The Unconscious Christian, passim. 

7. “Fragile areas of the personality are precisely those to which the numinosum 
will address itself, because they are where healing is most needed and where the bar¬ 
rier to the unconscious is most tenuous, so that pressure from the unconscious is felt 
most keenly.” Corbett, Religious Function of the Psyche, 33. 


4. Dreams of Help, Comfort, and New Life 

1. “Look at the birds in the sky; they do not sow and reap and store in barns, yet 
your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not worth more than the birds? Can anx¬ 
ious thought add a single day to your life?... Consider how the lilies grow in the 
fields; they do not work, they do not spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his 
splendor was not attired like one of them.” Matthew 6:26—30. The Revised English 
Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press and Cambridge University Press, 1989) New 
Testament, 5. 

2. Matthew 7: 7—8, Revised English Bible, New Testament, 6. 

3. “Some contemplatives... maintain that all attachments should be sacrificed 
save one, the attachment to God. But others, such as Meister Eckhart, would say that 
there comes a time when even attachment to God must go. The reasoning behind this 
is that people must make an image, an object, a thing, of whatever they are attched to, 
and this creates insoluble problems. To make an image of God and to deal with it as if 
it were God is necessarily to reduce the realilty of God and to shut out some of the 
absolute mystery of God’s nature. To become attached to such an image is eventually 
bound to result in some degree of idolatry. Although images can be helpful vehicles in 
the course of spiritual practice and insight, attachment to them will produce distor¬ 
tion.” Gerald May, Will and Spirit (San Francisco: HarperSanfrancisco, 1987), 239. 

4. Though the spirit world is represented as a house of ghosts, I think it is plausi¬ 
ble that this comes from Laura’s Catholic childhood representation of the Trinity: 
Father, Son and Holy Ghost. She identifies it as the spirit world, though someone else 
might have other more negative associations to the image of “ghost.” 

5. Mark: 34—38, Revised English Bible, New Testament, 38. 

6. Luke 11:9-10, Revised English Bible, New Testament, 63. 
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7. In the Christian tradition, the cataphatic (or kataphatic) spiritual way holds 
that God can be known through God’s creation, and through images of God. Thus 
cataphatic spirituality would include seeing God in God’s creation, visions of God, and 
various mainifestations of God in dreams. The apophatic way, on the other hand, 
involves the abandonment of all images and concepts of God. It is, to put it in a famil¬ 
iar way, the “way of unknowing.” For a full account of cataphatic spirituality, see 
Harvey D. Egan S.J. “The Affirmative Way,” pp. 14—17, in The New Catholic 
Dictionary of Spirituality, ed. Michael Downey (Liturgical Press, Collegeville, Minn. 
1993), For a full account of apophatic spirituality see Harvey D. Egan S.J. “The 
Negative Way, pp. 700-704, ibid. 


5. Dreams of Energy 

1. General Synod of the Anglican Church, The Book of Alternative Services 
(Toronto: Anglican Book Centre, 1985), 226. 

2. General Synod of the Anglican Church, Book of Alternative Services, 203. 

3. The jaguar makes a particularly good magical animal for Martha, since it is a 
spirit companion for shamans in the Mayan tradition. It helps the shaman move 
between the worlds, and in a sense it is what Martha wanted to do, and is trying to do 
in the dream. There is something powerful and impressive, indeed jaguar-like, about 
Martha, and something of the shaman as well; she has a powerful and lively presence 
and the ability to bring about transformation in her life that goes beyond the ordinary. 
For more about jaguar symbolism in Mesoamerica, see E. P. Benson, “The Lord, the 
Ruler: Jaguar Symbolism in the Americas” in Icons of Power: Feline Symbolism in the 
Americas, ed. N. J. Saunders (London: Routledge, 1998). Also see M. D. Coe, 
“Olmec Jaguars and Olmec Kings” in E. P. Benson, ed. The Cult of the Feline 
(Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1999). 

4. It might be said that, because Christianity had to do for so long with exter¬ 
nally mandated rules and fitting into a system, it is particiularly important to allow 
both the disorderly activities of the unconscious to come in, and to be able to tolerate 
a different view of ethics: the mystical point of view, in which paradox and playfulness 
have a place. A particularly difficult shift for people with very rigid moral views can be 
the place of the felix culpa, the happy fault, the potentially transforming bad thing one 
does or that happens to one. 

5. C. G. Jung, “The Transcendent Function,” in The Structure and Dynamics of 
the Psyche (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1960) CW 8. 


6. Bad Dreams about the Divine 


1. A well-known “bad” vision of the divine, if not a dream, is the vision I 
describe in the Introduction: Jung’s vision of God dropping a turd on the cathedral at 
Basle. Jung agonized for days, feeling that he was about to have a terrible thought that 
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would destroy him. When he finally had it, he came feel that it was the occasion of his 
discovery of the experience of grace, since he would not have had it if it had not been 
God’s will. 

2. M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1978), 179-80. 

3. I would like to thank Everett Ring, a parishioner of St. John the Divine 
Anglican Church in Victoria, British Columbia, for suggesting this interetesting inter¬ 
pretation of a kind of dream that nearly everyone has had at some time. 

4. Soren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical 
Fragments, ed. and trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1992), vol. 1, 311—12. 

5. Peck, Road Less Traveled, 16—17. This quotation includes a footnote for the 
quote from Jung: Collected Works of C. G. Jung, Bollingen Ser., no. 20, 2nd ed., 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1973), trans. R. F. C. Hull, vol. 11, 
Psychology and Religion: West and East, 75. 

6. May, Will and Spirit, 6. 

7. Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel Barnes (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1963), 21. 

8. Iris Murdoch, “On ‘God’ and ‘Good’” in Existentialists and Mystics, ed. Peter 
Conradi (New York: The Penguin Press, 1998), 341. 

9. It is this kind of consciousness and reflection that Jaspers recommends as an 
alternative to unconsciousness, literal-mindedness, and/or theorizing in developing 
our relationships with boundary situations. 

10. For an extensive discussion of this interpretation of Job’s story, see Edward 
Edinger, Transformation of the God Image (Toronto: Inner City Books, 1992). 

11. The dark night of the senses and the dark night of the soul are both stages of 
purgation on the mystical path of union with God, called the unitive way. The dark 
night of the senses is a preparation for the birth of the divine in the soul, and the dark 
night of the soul is a deeper purgation preparatory to union with the divine that 
occurs after the soul’s awakening to the divine. For more detailed discussions of these 
spiritual stages, see Thomas McGonigle “The Unitive Way” in The New Dictionary of 
Catholic Spirituality, ed. Michael Downey (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1993); 
St. John of the Cross, The Dark Night of the Soul, trans. with an introd. by E. Allison 
Peers (New York: Image Books, 1959); Kenneth Leach, Soul Friend (San Francisco:, 
HarperSanfrancisco), 1992), 137—67; Evelyn Underhill, Mysticism (New York: Image 
Books, 1990), 167-443. 


7. Tiffany’s Transformation 

1. For an excellent discussion of this phenomenon, see Mario Jacoby, 
“Transference and Counter-Transference,” in The Analytic Encounter (Toronto: Inner 
City Books, 1984). 
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2. For a helpful discusioon of both overlap and difference, see Wolff-Salin, 
“Listening, Silence, Obedience” and “Spiritual Guide or Therapist,” in No Other Light. 


8. Grace’s Grace-Filled Journey 

1. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 557—615. 

2. The pearl of great price is a parable and the widow’s mite is a story in the 
New Testament. The parable of the pearl of great price appears in Matthew 13:45—46, 
comparing the Kingdom of Heaven to a pearl of great price, something worth selling 
everything for. The story of the widow’s mite appears in Mark 12:42—44. In it, Jesus 
compares the ostentatious giving of the rich at the temple to a tiny amount given by a 
widow. He points out that while the rich gave a great deal, they still have more than 
enough, the widow gave everything she had. 

3. A presentation dream is the dream presented to the counselor/therapist/spiri¬ 
tual director at the first session. Many believe it to have special significance for the 
coming work. 

4. Ann Belford Ulanov, Primary Speech (Atlanta: Westminster John Knox Press, 
1982), 17. 


9. Transference and Spiritual Connection 

1. For example, many clergy are the recipients of archetypal projections. Their 
parishioners get them mixed up with God and have more or less the same expectations 
of clergy that they would of God. Since this is unconscious, the parishioner may even¬ 
tually become extremely angry with clergy for the inevitable human failures that occur 
in all relationships and/or the clergyperson may also be unconsciously drawn into the 
projections and attempt to live out this relationship and exhaust her or himself in the 
process, and/or the clergyperson with unresolved sexual issues may use this power to 
exploit the parishioner. These are only a few of the painful possibilities of unconscious 
archetypal projection. 

2. For a useful discussion of the notion of the spiritual mother, see John Layard, 
“The Two Mothers,” in A Celtic Quest (Dallas, Tex.: Spring Publications, 1975). 

3. Jacoby, Analytic Encounter, passim. 

4. See Hildegarde of Bingen, Hildegarde of Bingen: Mystical Writings, ed. and 
trans. with commentary by Fiona Bowie and Oliver Davies (New York: Crossroad 
Spiritual Classics Series, 1990). 

5. This dream appears in Bonnelle Lewis Strickling, “Reclaiming the Inner 
Child,” in Healing Voices, ed. Toni Ann Laidlaw, Cheryl Malmo, and associates (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1990), 149. 

6. See also Grace’s dream, “The Living Lake.” 
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7. Philip Hallie, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed (New York: Harper and Row, 
1979). 

8. And vice versa. My first analyst memorably said to me that not only does the 
analysand find the analyst she needs, but also the analyst finds the analysand. This has 
been true over and over in my life. In his essay “The Psychology of the Transference” 
in The Practice of Psychotherapy, 2nd ed. (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1966), CW 16, Jung argues that both analyst and analysand are transformed in the 
process of psychotherapy, or the process is unsuccessful. 


10. Coming Home 

1. See, e.g., Rizzuto, Birth of the Living God. 

2. Jung, Letters, Vol. 2, 130. As I mentioned in earlier chapters, extended discus¬ 
sions of the Jungian approach to spiritutal life are available in the work of contempo¬ 
rary Jungians such as Lionel Corbett, Edward Edinger, John Dourley, Ann Belford 
Ulanov, and Janet Dallett. Murray Stein also offers helpful discussions of Jung’s rela¬ 
tion to Christianity. See Murray Stein , Jung’s Treatment of Christianity (Wilmette, Ill.: 
Chiron Publications, 1985). 

3. E.g., Edinger, Corbett, and Dallett. 

4. A particularly vivid description of church experienced as home in this way 
occurs in Anne Lamott’s book Traveling Mercies: “When I was at the end of my rope, 
the people at St. Andrew tied a knot in it for me and helped me hold on. The church 
became my home in the old meaning of home —that it’s where, when you show up, 
they have to let you in. They let me in. They even said, ‘y ou come back now.’” I 
want to thank Pat Brand of Memphis for directing me to the work of Anne Lamott. 
Anne Lamott, Traveling Mercies (New York: Anchor Books, 2000), 100. 

5. See, e.g., C. G. Jung, “Transformation Symbolism in the Mass” in 
Psychology and Religion: West and East (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1958), CW 11. 

6. For further discussion of this point, see Hall, “Religious Images in Dreams,” 
Unconscious Christian. 

7. For more on the Navajo tradition and the pollen path, see Margaret Schevill 
Link, The Pollen Path, collected Navajo myths with a psychological commentary by 
Joseph Henderson (Walnut, Ca.: Kiva Publishing, 1998). Also see Joseph Henderson, 
Thresholds of Initiation (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1967). 

8. T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems, 1909-1962 (London: Faber and Faber, 1964), 

222 . 

9. E.g. Karl Jaspers’s notion of “the loving struggle for Existenz” in Philosophy, 
vol. 2, 212. 
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10. An example of the difference appears in Mary’s Magnificant, in which she 
moves from accepting her fate to welcoming it. 

11. Gary Snyder, Earth House Hold (New York: New Directions, 1957), 39. 

12. In fact, in an earlier work, General Psychopathology (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press and Manchester University Press, 1963), Jaspers expressed a strong dis¬ 
agreement with Jung’s views about archetypes. 


11. Dreams: The Divine Connection 

1. Dooley. Passion for the Impossible. 

2. Book of Alternative Services, 214. 
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